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The Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group (ROFG) was founded in 1972 by 
Ramon Obusan, a former dancer-researcher of the pioneering Bayanihan Philippine 
National Folkdance Company. It has introduced a different perspective, a 
representational philosophy and aesthetic sensibility, and an approach to Philippine 
folkdance performance in marked contrast from the Bayanihan’s.  Leaning on the 
vast amount of research and documentation of traditional culture it has accumulated, 
the ROFG has established its niche as promoter of Philippine dance that is performed 
in the “closest to the original” style. The ROFG, together with Bayanihan, are now the 
resident folkdance companies of the Cultural Center of the Philippines.   
The dominant discourse on Philippine folkdance centers on the 
Bayanihan, and consequently, the ROFG is often marginalized, if not forgotten, as if 
there is only one state-sponsored folkdance company.  Even if some books mention 
their name, the ROFG is often regarded as just an extension of the Bayanihan or as 
the same kind of theater folkdance company.  However, the difference between these 
two companies should not be ignored, and in fact should be emphasized, because their 
contrasting approaches display the intellectual wealth that undergird the development 
of the cultural and artistic scene in the Philippines.  These two companies show 
different approaches to addressing the national “crisis of identity,” and I see in the 
distinct tracks they follow, a complimentary relationship enabled by, rather than 
constrained by the difference in their philosophies.   
My objective in this study is to show the logic behind having two national 
folkdance companies, to show how their existence alongside each other is testament 
to the creative dynamism of Philippine folkdance, and at the same time, to convey the 
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uniqueness of the ROFG, its approach to dance, pedagogic style, and aesthetic 
principles, its philosophy of representation, and most importantly, its notions of 
Filipino identity, drawn from my insights as one of the group’s non-Filipino 
performers.  Performing with the ROFG has allowed me to access the vast amount of 
research and documentation of traditional culture of Filipinos, which was the result of 
Ramon Obusan’s life work.  This knowledge is not always written down in the 
conventional book format, but it is in our training process that Obusan transmitted to 
us his knowledge.  I have come to acquire a Filipino kinesthetic sense that has 
expanded my repertoire of bodily movements beyond those of my everyday Japanese 
motions, and I draw on this personal bodily transformation as a source from which to 
apply a phenomenological approach in analyzing the past and the present of 
Philippine folkdance.   
It is also my attempt to add to the kind of materials available on Philippine 
Folkdance, as well as to fill in gaps in the existing literature.  In the process of 
explaining my argument, I will be referring to many different folkdances researched 
by Ramon Obusan.  To make these dances more accessible to readers, I have 
compiled them into a glossary which appears at the end of the thesis.  Although this 
glossary is only a partial list, it already gives us a glimpse of how rich a heritage 
Obusan has left us.  
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Chapter 1  
Haponesang Malandi: Introduction 
 
With fake Sampaguita garlands in their hands, girls in flowery and 
pastel-colored long dresses slowly walked into the stage one by one to the smooth 
music of a Filipino string orchestra called Rondalla.  They entered alternately, from 
both sides of the stage entrance.  The last girl to enter the stage dazzled the audience 
with a lovely smile, but if one looked carefully, one would see she did not wear the 
sapatilya, a low-heel white slipper, that she should have worn!  
The girl was me in my first performance of Philippine folkdance in June 
1995, which was held at a dinner reception sponsored by the Philippine Embassy in 
Japan (Tokyo office of the Philippine Department of Tourism) as a part of their 
tourism promotion.  I was not well prepared for the quick-changing of costume from 
one dance number to another, and I rushed onto the stage without putting on my 
sapatilya so I would not enter the stage late.  After the show, I was told not to enter 
the stage without my sapatilya, and I should have just caught up with them 
completely dressed even if I enter the stage late.  But how could I, still immature as I 
was as a dancer then, think in such a flexible way?  
I started my dance career in Philippine folkdance as a founding member 
of the Philippine Cultural Dance Troupe of the Tokyo University of Foreign Studies 
(TUFS), which consisted of students and graduates of the Philippine Studies 
Programme of the same university.  From the outset, our dance troupe had been 
artistically directed by former dancers of the Bayanihan Philippine Folkdance 
Company, who worked in Japan, and occasionally performed with other Filipino 
dancers in the early days.  Among them, there was also a former dancer of the 
  
2
Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group (ROFG) who would subsequently take over our 
dance troupe and bring us to the ROFG.  So I became familiar with these two names 
- “Bayanihan” and “Ramon Obusan” - but my impression of them was interestingly 
different because of the limited information we could get at that time. 
We were informed that the Bayanihan is a professional national folkdance 
company of the Philippines, internationally recognized, whose members are drawn 
exclusively from children of well-to-do families.  To become a dancer of the 
Bayanihan, you must be good-looking and have good complexion.  Thus, being in 
the Bayanihan gives you prestige and makes you a sort of social emblem.  In fact, 
one of our initial dance instructors was tall and good-looking although she was 
morena, or brown-skinned.  But because of her being morena, she used to dance as a 
princess in the Singkil, a dance of the Maranao Muslim royalty and one of the most 
famous, signature dances of the Philippine folkdance repertoire.  This implied that 
she used to be a principal dancer or one of the star performers of the company, which 
was impressive for us.  To us, she was as important as a famous former actress or 
singer. (However, frankly speaking, my impression and image of the Bayanihan was 
not quite good because some of our former Bayanihan instructors were illegal 
immigrants, or TNT [from Tagalog Tago Ng Tago, “always hiding”], who were finally 
caught by Japanese police!) 
In contrast to the fame of the Bayanihan, the Ramon Obusan Folkloric 
Group (ROFG) was relatively less known, and it seemed that almost all people around 
me who should have known better about the Philippines had little familiarity with the 
group.  However, fortunately I had visited the headquarters of the group a year 
before.  During our Christmas vacation in Manila in 1994, my friends and I were 
brought to the house of Ramon Obusan, which was at the same time the headquarters 
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of the ROFG.  We had no preliminary knowledge of who Ramon Obusan was, and 
what his group was all about.  As we entered the large Spanish-style, antique house 
of Obusan, I found 5 or 6 dancers rehearsing in the open-space courtyard with Obusan, 
an old man who was moreno with white-and-grey hair and mustache.  A small 
tanned-skin girl took a crouched position and slowly moved a black figure of a bull 
head, while other male dancers falling in one line facing the audience beat the ground 
with long bamboo poles held upright.  It looked quite weird and creepy.  When 
Obusan noticed us, he interrupted the rehearsal and the dancers approached us to 
socialize with us.  We were so surprised that one of their dancers, a really 
good-looking guy, spoke quite fluent Japanese but in a strange way (because he spoke 
like a female).  He told me that he had worked in Japan for years, however, I did not 
immediately think of his job as an entertainer in a club (he danced as a female).  All 
together, I had a strange impression of the group, and I could not comprehend what 




Fig.1: Ramon Obusan in
Bagobo costume  
(Source: Logarta. “Profile:
Ramon Obusan,” CCP) 




We were given a good opportunity to meet both the Bayanihan and the 
ROFG folkdance companies, face to face, in May 1997, when our dance troupe 
officially visited their headquarters in Manila.  The dance studio of the Bayanihan 
was then located in a commercial building near the Philippine Women’s University at 
Taft Ave. with which the Bayanihan was affiliated (now the company has their studio 
at the Cultural Center of the Philippines).  It was a typical dance studio surrounded 
by mirrors, but quite small. When we visited it, we were greeted by young teenage 
dancers in uniformed training wear - a white t-shirt and black sweat pants.  This gave 
me the impression that they were very “urbane,” and they were indeed good looking 
and had fair complexion.  We observed their dancing (in a rehearsal setting) and I 
soon noticed that they consciously pulled up their body and stood tall, which looked 
beautiful and professional to our eyes.  
 
When we visited Obusan’s large, two-story ancestral mansion, which is 
located in an ordinary housing area near the Manila International Airport in Pasay city, 
to our surprise all his dancers were fully dressed in colorful costumes to represent 
varied cultural/ethnic groups in the Philippines.  There were so many of them!  
Fig.3: With the Bayanihan dancers at their rehearsal studio 
(Myself in the back row, fourth from the left), 1997. 
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They guided us inside his museum-like house, which was furnished with lots of 
antique furniture and other rare items he had collected through the years.  It was 
even much better and interesting than an ordinary museum in Manila.  In the 
courtyard, some benches were arranged, and they gave us a casual folkdance 
performance.  This was our first time to see Philippine folkdance performed by 
professional Filipino dancers.  What we first noticed was that Obusan’s dancers 
looked like “ordinary” Filipinos, and unlike Bayanihan, there were mataba (fat), 
maitim (dark-skinned), and matanda (elderly) among them.  We enjoyed their 
performance because some of the dance numbers presented were also familiar to us. 
But frankly speaking, our reaction to their performance was rather negative. Their 
dance movements looked so natural but seemed to have no dynamics and, in short, 
gave us the impression of being “ordinary.”  One of my friends even told me that I 
could even do better than them.  However misleading, their natural, and seemingly 
effortless, “non-artificial” movements actually result from continuous training and 
practice, and I found out later that it is in fact more difficult to achieve “ordinariness” 













I was first faced with this difficulty when we Japanese dancers practiced 
and polished our dances at Obusan’s studio in Manila.  In March 1998, the cultural 
dance troupe of TUFS came to have several Philippine folkdance performances for 
the first time in Manila with the support of the ROFG, and we were trained at the last 
minute before the performances.  Obusan assigned some dance masters to us, and 
they took care of us in both rehearsals and actual performances.  This was a great 
opportunity for us to learn “correct” dance movements and execution from active 
dancers.  But the rehearsal itself turned out to be tough as Obusan was so strict.  It 
did not matter whether you were Japanese or Filipino; as long as you were under his 
Fig. 6: A casual performance given to TUFS group. The 
dance in the picture is Tinikling, 1997. 
Fig.5: Inside Obusan’s house
(second floor). The costumes





tutelage, he did not mind shouting or firing rude words at you.  We were so scared of, 
and tense in his presence, although fortunately we were not able to understand all the 
words (in slang) he was using.  In addition, it was literally a heated situation, 
because we had to rehearse outside under the sun in the middle of the day with bare 
feet and it was really hot.  I remember that there were some of our dancers who had 
sunstroke, although our rehearsal was continued as if nothing happened. 
During the rehearsal, the dance masters told us that they could not touch 
and correct some of our dance numbers because “they are the Bayanihan’s, and not 
ours.”  Then I learned that there were such differences between them.  I realized 
that our dance repertoire and performing style were actually a halo-halo or 
“mix-mix,” of the Bayanihan and the ROFG “forms” since our dance troupe initially 
had an instructor from Bayanihan, and later from the ROFG.  In fact, there are 
certain repertoires that the Bayanihan performs but the ROFG does not, and even for 
the same dance number with the same name, each folkdance company performs it 
distinctively in a different way, to a greater or lesser extent, in terms of choreography, 
and “basic” movements and performing style, although I learned all this only after I 
joined the ROFG in 2000.  
The stylized folkdances of Bayanihan are more familiar for us, since they 
are based on balletic form, hence they subsequently blur distinctive or peculiar 
movements of each Filipino ethnic/cultural community, which is totally foreign to us.  
Even the dances of Indigenous and Muslim groups are performed in stylish, modern 
form.  For us Japanese dancers, it was relatively easier and more feasible to learn 
their version since we shared the common concern for dancing “beautifully,” to pull 
up the body with chin-up and to emote, or in short, to show off yourself on the center 
stage.  This dance style was, to be honest, attractive to me and it actually made me 
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feel good, graceful, and beautiful as a dancer.  
In contrast, the version of the ROFG is quite tough since the group is 
very conscious and meticulous about what they call “basic” movements, a core set of 
dance/body movements of respective ethnic/cultural groups.  The priority of 
Obusan’s dancers is to learn and execute the proper foundational movements, so they 
made us master the “basics.”  This method of making us repeat basic steps over and 
over is a refreshing change from what I was accustomed to.  In the past, learning 
dances meant memorizing the choreographic sequence of a whole dance, learning the 
steps and the formation.  With Obusan, the first step is to learn the “basics,” the core 
movements used in a particular dance.  I soon became very conscious about properly 
executing the basics.  This was quite annoying at first, because until you could 
completely master it, you are always preoccupied or obsessed with the basics and you 
could not be relaxed to freely enjoy your stage performance. 
The basics, needless to say, reflect particular movements so as to 
highlight the cultural uniqueness or differences among ethnic/cultural communities, 
which is totally foreign to us Japanese.  As I learned the basics properly, I found a 
physical or kinesthetic difference between Filipinos and Japanese, that is, Filipinos 
frequently move particular body parts that in general, the Japanese do not usually use.  
For instance, the so-called “broken-arm” movement and a “mincing/shredding” 
(choppy/shrugging) movement of the shoulder unique to the Pangalay dance of the 
Sulu archipelago, Mindanao.  The broken-arm movement, in common with Thai and 
Balinese style of dance, emphasizes a curve of the fingers and arm.  The more 
curved and arched the line of the arm is when you stretch and extend your arm, the 
better and the more beautiful.  Flexibility of the joints is of utmost importance, but 
unfortunately mine were not.  The shoulder movement requires me to shake my 
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shoulder up and down, either the right side or the left, sometimes as fast as I can, and 
sometimes to the beat of the music. If it were both shoulders, it would be much easier, 
but if it was separately, and faster, it became more difficult.  I remember practicing 
by myself at home in front of a mirror and forcefully bending my hands and arms so 
that my body would be more flexible.  Through hard work, I was able to improve 
and reach my “personal best” in terms of flexibility, but my physical limitations 
allowed me to reach only so far.  This presented a dilemma for me, because in the 
context of ROFG, this means I cannot honestly embody the artistry of the people we 
wanted to represent faithfully on stage. 
One basic movement often required of women dancers that most 
Japanese girls find difficulty with, is a hip-movement, which involves gently swaying 
to the left and right as you walk.  This gentle hip-movement is really important since 
it represents Filipino notions of femininity.  The emphasis on hip-movement can be 
widely found in many Filipino dances, both in Western influenced and in indigenous 
and Asian-rooted dances1: the so-called kini-kini-walk of the Maranao people, one of 
Mindanao Muslim groups, which is used to show their good breeding; the “Salip” or 
“Ngilin,” a courtship/wedding dance of the Kalinga people of the Cordillera mountain 
province, in which a woman balances a banga or a clay pot(s) on her head; and the 
dance called “Sinakiki” of the Bicol region in lowland Luzon which is a flirtatious 
couple dance mimicking the grace and stance of an enamored rooster and a coy hen.  
An essential element of this dance is for the female to perform an exaggerated but 
gentle, seductive hip-movement, consciously but effortlessly pushing hips out and 
upward.  At first, I thought to myself, what is this “contradictory” movement?!  
When I first performed Sinakiki (then I was still with TUFS dance troupe), members 
                                                
1 See glossary for further descriptions. 
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of the ROFG said to me that my movement was so “matigas,” stiff and sudden, like a 
man.  Indeed, Filipinos can be very direct and frank at times.  
Japanese female dancers are often said, without fail, to be “matigas,” 
which literally means hard, stiff, rigid, and inflexible -- matigas ang katawan (stiff of 
body), matigas ang kilos (rigid in moving)… pointing out that we are too straight, we 
stand too erect, and our movement is too stiff.  Then they always tell us to be more 
“malandi” like Filipinas, the term literally means sensuous and flirtatious, referring to 
“feminineness.”  We should move more gently, sensuously, and be fluent in using 
our hips and other parts of the body.  
In the Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group, the idea of malandi is paramount, 
as Obusan always says, “pag dancer ka, dapat malandi ka (if you are dancer, you 
have to be malandi).”  In their context, malandi does not only refer to the physical 
and kinesthetic gentleness, or feminineness, but more to mental, inner flexibility, or in 
other words, a playful and creative mind.  This is what the group considers as a key 
trait of Filipinos, a feature of “Filipino-ness” in their definition.  This malandi-ness 
is an essential element required of Obusan’s dancers since the group’s folkdance 
productions involves a lot of acting and drama where dancers’ expression, playful 
mind and creativity are most needed in the representation of “ordinary” Filipinos.    
In this regard, first and foremost I had to simply behave and act like 
“Filipino,” by learning, understanding and “internalizing” basic Filipino culture and 
nature, or “Filipino-ness,” which my Filipino co-dancers have commonly shared and 
learned by being Filipinos.  They have their own way of expression and body 
languages different from my own culture, and every time I unconsciously did different 
things from other Filipino dancers, they often laughed at me and said “Hapon ka 
talaga (you are really Japanese).”  I became very conscious about “being Japanese” 
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and the way my presence as a Japanese woman or my “kilos Hapones” (Japanese way 
of moving) affects their performance, because, in the first place, I did not want to 
disrupt the authentic image of the group.  I was worried that they would become 
inauthentic if a “fake” Filipina, this “Japanese woman” sticks out on stage.  After all, 
why should there be a Japanese woman in a Filipino “national” folkdance company 
that is known for its commitment to authenticity?   
Through ROFG rehearsals I became aware and extremely conscious of 
the fact that folkdance performances produce an image and spread knowledge on 
particular local cultures, or Philippine culture in general, by means of the body.  
Hence, I keenly felt I had the responsibility to disguise my “Japanese-ness,” to put 
aside my Japanese culture and identity, and embody “Filipino-ness” on stage.  I 
wanted to be identified as Filipino through the way I looked and moved.    
It might seem ridiculous, but what I did as the first step to be Filipino, or 
to camouflage my Japanese-ness, was to make my appearance Filipino by imitating 
their make-up.  I unlearned my Japanese habits of applying make-up, and copied the 
Filipina way.  They usually put eye liner both on the upper lid and below the eyes 
with dark colors such as black or dark brown, and also put brownish eye shadows on 
the eyeballs, to make eyes look more defined.  For me, I put extra emphasis on my 
eyes, in order to make them look bigger, since I had the silly stereotype that all 
Filipinos have big and round eyes while Japanese had small and narrow eyes.  
Although my eyes are not so small - in fact they are rather big among Japanese 
fellows - I had become obsessed with fear that they may give me away.  Sometimes, 
I also put a dark foundation on my face so that my fair complexion would not become 
obvious.  However, my fears turned out to be unfounded and silly, since the Filipino 
population contains various kinds of mestizo (mixed-blood) such as Spanish mestizo, 
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Chinese mestizo and there are so many Filipinos with fair complexion and narrow 
eyes.  Especially today, there are many half-Japanese-half-Filipino children, so my 
appearance and presence as a Japanese is not a great issue.  In fact, at first glance, 
people simply thought of me as a half-Filipino and I am often asked “Are you pure 
Japanese?” or they thought that I was Chinese-Filipina. 
 
As I performed and trained with the group, I just tried to observe and 
imitate facial expressions of senior, experienced dancers and the way they behaved 
and acted in performance.  It was not as easy as I expected because they have many 
facial expressions, unlike the Japanese whose faces can remain relatively steady and 
expressionless especially in performance.  Furthermore, core dancers of the group 
are so malandi, oozing with natural charm, and are naturally good at projection.  
They are playful (unlike serious Japanese) and do not hesitate to express and project 
themselves in front of the gaze of the audience, as if they have no idea of “hiya” or   
shame.  They were not shy, and were able to be flirtatiously coy.  To look at folk 
people dancing in a village (Fig.8), even the older women, despite their age, are so 
malandi, flirting and appealing, and they love to dance, make fun, and show off 
Fig.7: “Filipino” or “Japanese” looking? Myself is in Terno, 2003 (left) and with 
Mrs. Ramos, 1998 (right). 
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themselves in public.  More than anything else, it seems they enjoy dancing from the 
heart, and this aspect is what Obusan cherishes in his “folkloric” performance and 
tries to instill among his dancers.  
 
I personally experienced that continuous imitation and repetitive 
mimicking of movement and expression of Filipinos gradually remolded my 
appearance and movement and allowed me to behave in a similar way to Filipinos.  I 
also recognized that I cultivated and internalized the Filipino point of view, the way of 
thinking, seeing and acting, through socializing with co-dancers, or just making fun of 
them, outside rehearsal.  Dancers seldom leave right after rehearsal, and they want to 
stay together for a while by chatting, or going for dinner or movies, or hanging out at 
shopping malls.  Sometimes we chatted with Obusan about anything.  It was very 
rare that trainees had the chance to converse with him, since trainees cannot talk with 
him in person until they are accepted by him as regular members of the ROFG.  He is 
actually talkative and likes to joke around with his dancers.  Once he opens his 
mouth, he can talk for hours, and we cannot leave the place until he dismisses us.  
Although I did not understand much Tagalog and what they were talking about in my 
early days as a trainee, I managed to adjust to the situation and I kept following the 
Fig.8: An example of a Filipina 
woman being graciously
“malandi.” She was dancing 
with joy and from the heart, at 
the yearly devotional street 
dancing in Obando, Bulacan. 




other dancers.  It seemed at first useless, but I learned a lot of unique aspects of 
Filipino culture and nature from simply staying with the group.  This allowed me to 
forge a close relationship with the dancers, to bond with them, and at the same time to 
immerse myself in Filipino daily culture.  
One day, after many years since I joined the group, I asked Obusan and 
my co-dancers why they accepted me to the group although I am Japanese.  
Interestingly they all said “kasi malandi ka eh (because you are malandi).”  
Although I knew they partly made fun of me by saying that I was malandi (flirtatious) 
with guys as a joke, I equally knew that they tried to say that I have nearly acquired 
the nature of a Filipina.  According to them, I was open to change myself and 
adjusted to the system of the group, and now I have deeply immersed myself in 
Filipino culture.  In Obusan’s perception, based on his past experience, it was 
difficult to teach Filipino dances to the Japanese, because many Japanese would not 
try to see things from a different view/ perspective and stuck to their own. They 
would not even follow the way a Filipino teaches, because “they were Japanese.”  
Thus, the Japanese were not only matigas or hard and stiff in terms of body and 
movement, they were also “matigas ang ulo (“hard-headed”, stubborn),” and not 
open-minded.  As Ness stated, “[n]o one can acquire a choreographic [dance] 
movement skillfully, artfully, without keeping an open mind – literally, an “opening” 
mind. Nobody, “no-body”, can learn an unfamiliar neuromuscular pattern without 
being willing to acquire a new and perhaps startling insight into who it is they actually 
are.” 2  A flexibility of mind and body, which is epitomized by the word “malandi,” 
is a significant element in the group to view and perform “other” cultures, and the 
idea of being malandi further means to embody “Filipino-ness” or “to be/become 
                                                
2 Sally Ann Ness 1992: 5. 
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Filipino.”  To be called “Haponesang malandi,” (a flirty Japanese girl)… it is really 
a great honor for me to be described with such words, even if it is can mean 
something else outside the context of dance. 
However it was not an easy thing to dance with the group, since Obusan 
was known for being strict in training dancers and imposing discipline on the group.  
Trainees who are not yet familiar with what to do in rehearsals (and especially 
someone like me with a language problem) often become natural targets of scolding 
and shouting from Obusan and dance masters.  They shouted and scolded me during 
rehearsals calling me “Hapon! (Japanese)” or “Haponesa! (Japanese girl)” followed 
by insulting words.  I never forgot that when I first stepped on the stage of the CCP, I 
became a target of the day, and in ROFG language, I was “na-awardan” (given an 
award).  In the group, “ma-awardan,” which literally means “to be conferred an 
award,” refers to “being scolded or assaulted.”  It was actually embarrassing because 
I was not used to such kind of “assault,” of being treated like that in Japan, but in the 
group, this is nothing unordinary, and my co-dancers greeted me saying 
“Congratulations with the award!,” which also meant “Welcome to the reality of the 
ROFG.”  
My position as a trainee conditioned me to literally view Filipinos “from 
below” and this impelled me to get rid of my Japanese “ego” that, I found out, I 
subconsciously bore through rehearsals.  I experienced a kind of “displacement” 
from my own culture to the other’s realm and this also helped me or forced me to 
acquire new ideas and view things from perspectives different from my own.  To 
recall now, my first year with the group was really tough for me, so why then, did I 
decide to stay with the group?  What I was most attracted to in the group were the 
dancers, both their openness as people and their artistry as performers.  Off stage, 
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they were ordinary Filipinos with some problems to deal with in their regular lives, 
but once on the stage, they showed totally different personalities, and they were 
beautifully transformed from being ordinary folks to being talented artists, and seeing 
them reminded me of the transformative power of dance and performance. 
 
 
1. Aims of This Study 
This study attempts to convey the uniqueness of the ROFG, its approach 
to dance, pedagogic style, and aesthetic principles, its philosophy of representation, 
and most importantly, its notions of Filipino identity, drawn from my insights as one 
of the group’s non-Filipino performers.  Performing with the ROFG has allowed me 
to access the vast amount of research and documentation of traditional culture of 
Filipinos, which was the result of Ramon Obusan’s life work.  This knowledge is not 
always written down in the conventional book format, but instead is “documented” in 
different ways: in clothing from different ethnic groups; in music and beat patterns, in 
“props” that are taken from daily life - pots, baskets, sticks; and most importantly, in 
movement.  It is in our training process that Obusan transmitted to us how to wear 
clothing the proper way, how to put a candle inside a glass, how to hold a gong, 
Fig.9: At the performance of “Ritual Roots” at the 
CCP, July 2006. 
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balance a pot on our head, or how to swing a stick in the way of the folk.  It is my 
attempt to draw Obusan’s knowledge of Filipino folkdance, from my perspective as a 
dancer, to add to the kind of materials available on Philippine Folkdance, as well as to 
fill in gaps in the existing literature.   
 
2. Review of Related Literature 
Writings on Philippine folkdance range from instructional books, 
coffee-table books, autographical books, to scholarly work.  The earliest writings on 
folkdances are the compilations by Francisca Reyes Aquino. 3   She conducted 
research nationwide since the late 1920’s and produced several volumes (first 
published in 1946) for practical use in schools.  She notated local dances in an 
instructional manner without using any dance notation system, with a brief description 
of dance, costumes and hand props if any, and a musical score (hand written).  Her 
works have been a basic source for the dance repertoire of urban folkdance groups, 
and following her lead, other researchers have also published their works on regional 
dances.4  
Coffee-table books were published by Alejandro (1978), Goquingco 
(1980) and Amilbangsa (1983) during the time of Imelda Marcos, the peak of the 
national interest in Filipino traditional cultures.  Books of Goquingco and 
Amilbangsa are ethnographic studies of local dances.  Goquingco generally wrote on 
dance traditions of more than thirty ethno-linguistic groups nationwide, and 
Amilbangsa, who is an expert performer herself of Pangalay dance, focused on 
                                                
3 Reyes-Tolentino (Aquino) 1946; Aquino 1953-1975.  
4 Other folkdance researchers: Libertad V. Fajardo on Visayan dances, 1966; Juan C. 
Miel on Samar dances, 1973; Jovita Sison-Friese on Pangasinan dances, 1980; 
Teresita Pascua-Ines on Ilocano dances; Patronila Suarez on dances of Iloilo; Lourdes  
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traditional dances in Sulu archipelago by classifying them according to style and 
function and describing costumes, accessories and other traditional arts.  In contrast, 
Alejandro’s work is on the history of “Philippine dance” which includes both the 
development of genres of Philippine folkdance and ballet, with an anthology of 
traditional/folk dances under the categorization of indigenous, Muslim and 
westernized dances. 5   He also looked into the influence of touring folkdance 
companies in the 1960’s-70’s such as Bayanihan, and their impact on the Filipino 
diaspora in America.  
Academic studies generally situate the practice of Philippine folkdance 
within the framework of nation-building in the post-colonial period. Trimillos (1985; 
1988), who has followed the Bayanihan since 1960’s, examined the changes of 
folkdance performances in the process of staging, and the political use of staged 
folkdance in the formation of national cultural identity.  Shay (2002), whose study is 
on the politics of representation by state-sponsored folkdance companies in the world, 
occasionally mentioned how the world-famous Bayanihan represented the Philippines 
(although the Bayanihan is not the main subject in his study).  The creation of 
Philippine folkdance in relation to the nation-building project is also examined in 
Kinoshita’s work (2004) from both historical and representational perspectives, and 
he briefly discussed the Christian-Muslim relationship represented in Philippine 
folkdance performance.  
I am a bit uneasy with how these existing writings seem to have frozen 
folkdance history at the point when they succeeded in promoting the beautiful image 
of the Philippines in the international scene in the 1960’s and 1970’s, and the focal 
                                                
5 Alejandro 1978. His another publications: “Sayaw Silangan.” Dance Perspectives 
51. New York: Dance Perspective Foundation, 1972. 
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point of analysis generally tends towards the international significance and role of 
Philippine folkdance in the nation-building project.  What was happening or what 
“changed” in the “national” scene during and after the time of Imelda Marcos, the 
period of the emergence and development of the ROFG, is largely disregarded.  I do 
not mean that no one has written capably about contemporary Philippine folkdance, 
rather, that the framework or perspective used has remained fairly constant since the 
1960’s and 1970’s.    
 I wish to draw attention to the discursive breach that Obusan represents.  
When he broke away from the Bayanihan and formed his own company in 1972, he 
also introduced a representational philosophy, aesthetic sensibility and approach to 
Philippine folkdance performance that contrasted markedly with the Bayanihan’s.  
The dominant discourse on Philippine folkdance to this day centers on the Bayanihan 
and, consequently, on its philosophy of representation.  The ROFG is often 
marginalized, if not forgotten, as if there is only one state-sponsored folkdance 
company.  Even though some books mentioned the name ROFG, it is often regarded 
as just an extension of the Bayanihan or the same kind of theater folkdance company.   
It is not just the marginalization of ROFG that has caught my attention, 
but also the characterization of the Japanese Occupation in the emplotment of 
folkdance history.  In the encyclopedia on Philippine arts published by the CCP 
(1994), the development (or periodization) of Philippine dance is largely divided into 
“ethnic (pre-colonial) traditions,” “Spanish colonial traditions” and “American 
colonial/contemporary traditions,” and finally, the post-world war II developments up 
to the contemporary scene.  Noticeably, the Japanese period is glossed over.  From 
these writings one gets the sense that somehow, distinct periods of crisis in political 
history, not just the Japanese period but the Marcos regime as well, are treated as 
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“dark ages” although they could alternatively be considered as each ushering a 
“golden age” in the history of Philippine arts and culture in the sense that these 
periods saw increased interest in the local, traditional culture of Filipinos.6  A 
contention could be made that the artistic and cultural conditions during the Japanese 
Occupation exerted considerable influence on the cultural development of the nation, 
particularly through the Japanese thrust on “Asianizing” the Philippines.  I wish to 
revisit this period and examine the specific ways in which the Japanese Occupation 
relates to developments in post-war Philippine folkdance.    
While the Bayanihan Folk Arts Center has published several 
autobiographical books which re-tell their history, artistic endeavors, international 
achievements and “behind the scene” stories,7 this study will be the first insider’s 
account of the ROFG.  I will attempt to compare the ROFG with the Bayanihan to 
highlight the differences between them, a project, which I must admit has been tacitly 
regarded as “taboo.”  Indeed, a comparison of the two national dance companies has 
the potential to slide into an attack or defense of either of the group’s practices, but 
the point here is not to show who is “better,” or whose philosophies are more sound, 
whose aesthetics are more Filipino, and whose performances are more “authentic.”  
This is futile, and engaging in such an endeavor will be compromised by my 
membership in the ROFG, which clearly puts me in a biased position.   
My objective in this study is to show the logic behind having two 
national folkdance companies, to show how their existence alongside each other is 
testament to the creative dynamism of Philippine folkdance.  The differences 
                                                
6 Foronda, JR 1975:38.  





between these two companies should not be ignored, but rather emphasized, and 
celebrated because their contrasting approaches display the intellectual wealth that 
undergirds the development of the cultural and artistic scene in the Philippines.  
These two companies show different approaches to addressing the national “crisis of 
identity” and I see, in the distinct tracks they follow, a complimentary relationship 
enabled, rather than constrained, by the difference in their philosophies. 
A discussion of the Bayanihan is necessary in situating Obusan in his 
milieu, and understanding the significance of the ROFG in its historical context.  
Sadly, Obusan passed away in December 2006 at the age of sixty eight.  My work is 
one way of ensuring that future generations gain a point of entry into this National 
Artist’s interventions in Philippine folkdance.   
 
3. Research Methodology and Conceptual Framework 
This study is largely divided into two parts --historical and performative-- 
and a combination of research methods were used in constructing these sections.  
The first part examines the historical background of the two folkdance companies to 
explore why they have emerged and developed as they have, and by looking into the 
political context of the time of their emergence and their relations to national politics.  
I used archival material from the National Library and the Cultural Center of the 
Philippines Library, doing a close reading not just of books and instructional manuals, 
but also of souvenir programs, photographs, and videos.  I also conducted interviews 
with folkdance practitioners, from teachers, to performers, to production staff.  An 
examination of history books and the description of cultural life from the American, 
Japanese, and post-WWII periods was undertaken, with a specific focus on the martial 
law period under Marcos, and the period of “democratization” that followed.  The 
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wealth of material produced on, and by, the Bayanihan forms a large part of my 
sources. 
The examination of available materials is supported by my insights as a 
dancer.  I make use of my reflections from years of performing, but more specifically, 
since I began my MA in 2005, I have been returning to the Philippines for 
performances with the consciousness of a researcher, paying attention to philosophies 
of dance, aesthetic sensibilities, and pedagogic and production principles employed by 
the two groups as a participant-observer.  I have undergone training under both 
Bayanihan and ROFG dancers, and have, on many occasions, participated in 
productions where both the Bayanihan and ROFG shared the same stage.  This has 
allowed me a view from within, not only within ROFG, but within the world of 
Philippine folkdance that encompasses the two national dance companies. 
As a Japanese national, however, I also come from the perspective of an 
outsider.  I take into account the external image of the Bayanihan and ROFG, of how 
they are perceived from abroad, in Japan in particular, and by foreign audiences in 
general.  I have gone on folkdance performance tours in other countries, including 
the United States, and this has allowed me to gain a sense of how Philippine 
folkdance is perceived by an international audience comprising Filipinos in the 
diaspora as well as non-Filipinos.  More importantly, my being a dancer allows me 
to draw insights from my experience of movement, from the forms of knowledge that 
have left their imprint on my body.  It is not merely choreographic sequences that I 
have come to acquire, but a Filipino kinesthetic sense that has expanded my repertoire 
of bodily movements beyond those of my everyday Japanese motions.  I draw on 
this personal bodily transformation as a source in adopting a phenomenological 
approach in analyzing the past and the present of Philippine folkdance.
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Chapter 2  
Philippine Folkdance and History Reconsidered   
 
Philippine folkdance is a genre of contemporary performing arts of the 
Philippines, which brings a variety of local folk dances together in a program for 
theatricalized presentation.  In the Philippine context, the category of “folk dances” 
includes both rural or lowland Christian (westernized) “folk” dances and 
non-Christian “ethnic” dances of cultural minority groups: Cordillera mountain tribes 
in Northern Luzon; Muslim groups in Sulu and Mindanao; and Lumads 8  or 
non-Muslim indigenous groups in Mindanao, Mindoro, and Palawan.9  In practice, 
the term “Philippine folk dances” is often used interchangeably for referring to both 
“people’s folk dances performed in the place of origin” and “theatricalized folk 
dances performed on the stage.”  Since there are no specific terms to clearly 
differentiate the two, I have chosen in this study to use the term “Philippine 
folkdance,” with the single word “folkdance” to refer to theatrical stage performances.   
 
1. The Basic Suites of Philippine Folkdance Programs 
A standard program of Philippine folkdance is usually composed of the 
following five suites, namely Cordillera, Spanish-Influenced or “Maria Clara,”10 
Mindanao Muslim, Lumad, and Rural suites, although sometimes the Lumad suite is 
                                                
8 Lumad means “native” or “indigenous” in Visayan, one of native languages in the 
central part of the Philippines.   
9 CCP 1994: 79. 
10 The Spanish-influenced suite is sometimes called as “Maria Clara” suite because 
of the westernized costume named after a heroine of a famous novel “Noli Me 
Tanghere” written by the national hero, Jose Rizal, and this suite shows Filipino 
versions of jota, polka, waltz, fandango, habanera, etc. which were introduced to the 
lowland Philippines during the Spanish period. 
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omitted and the program is shortened into the first four suites.  Each of the suites 
consists of a repertoire of folk dances which come from different locations in the 
Philippines.  A single dance can have different versions since different communities 
have, over time, introduced their own choreographic variations.  The following table 
shows the different kinds of folk dances that are performed in each of the suites.  A 
folkdance presentation would usually take a few dances from each of the suites and 
string them together into one performance. 
The mixing of dances from the different suites is basically designed to 
represent the cultural make-up of the country by displaying both the 
Christian/Western and Indigenous/Asian cultural elements in order to assert the 
Filipino “national” identity, that is a mixture of East and West.  This program format 
has been widely adopted by many folkdance companies, including ROFG, to become 
an official national representation of the Philippines.  Technically speaking, the 
full-length program usually runs for about two hours including a 10-15 minutes 
intermission, and comprises a total of 25-30 dance numbers taken from the different 
suites.  Each dance is beautifully choreographed and shortened to 3-5 minutes each, 
and presented one after the other, without breaks in between, in a visual, musical, and 
choreographic medley.  Accordingly, dancers change their colorful costumes and 
accessories for every dance number, and this create a kaleidoscopic effect for the eyes 
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Lumad Suite dance 
Fig.10: Photos of Cordillera Suite; 
Maria Clara Suite; Muslim Suite; 




The stitching of dances from the different suites to form a unified 
folkdance performance is the dominant mode of representing the unity in diversity of 
the Filipino nation.  This mode is currently what characterizes the genre of 
Philippine folkdance.  Both the Bayanihan and ROFG national folkdance companies 
employ this strategy.  How this mode emerged and developed is closely tied to key 
events in Philippine history, with significant developments and discursive shifts 
occurring under the American, Japanese, post-Independence, Marcos-era, and post- 
Marcos years.  
The history of folkdance is encapsulated in the words of Joaquin11:  
Kikay Reyes [Francisca Reyes Aquino] took the folk dance out 
of sticks and into the schools.  Leonor Orosa took it out of the 
schools and into the theater,” and a “popularlizer [Bayanihan 
and FEU group]” took it out of the country and into the great 
world.12   
Joaquin’s quote, above, roughly corresponds to the American period when 
Reyes-Aquino brought folk dance to schools, to the Japanese period when Goquingco 
introduced theatricalized folk dance, to the post-war period up to the Marcos-era 
when Bayanihan gained international recognition.  We could add to Joaquin's 
summary the post-Marcos era, when Obusan’s ROFG became a national dance 
company and brought folkdance “back to the folk,” and at the same time, “brought the 
folk to the theater stage.”  In this chapter, I discuss the emergence of folkdance in its 
historical context, focusing on key developments in each of the colonial and 
post-colonial periods in the 20th century. 
 
 
                                                
11 Alejandro 1978:47; Villaruz 2006:81 
12 The original source: Quijano de Manila (Nick Joaquin), “Dances of the Cross,” 
Philippine Free Press. Apr. 1, 1961: 37. For a reprinted article, see Goquingco. The 
Dances of the Emerald Isles. 1980:241-245.  
  
28
2. Philippine Folk Dances in the American Period    
The 1930’s saw the first revival movement of folk dances and songs, as a 
part of the de-Americanization movements under the initiatives of Jorge Bocobo, then 
president of the University of the Philippines (UP).  He organized the Presidential 
Advisory Committee on Dances and Songs at the same university in 1934 to collect 
local dances and music, which were purportedly in danger of extinction because of the 
heavy influx of American culture.  Among the Committee members13 was Francisca 
Reyes Aquino (then Francisca Tolentino) who became a National Artist for Dance 
(1973), after having pioneered cultural research on Filipino folk dances since 1924.14  
Research findings of Aquino were restaged in an instructional manner 
and demonstrated by the UP Folk Songs and Dance Troupe (Fig.11) which was 
organized by Aquino in 1937 to promote them among school teachers and students.  
Those dances were later also compiled into several volumes of books called 
Philippine National Dances (1946) and Philippine Folk Dances vol.1~6 (1953~1970), 
which introduced a vocabulary of dance steps and movements of “Christian folk 
dances” and provided folk dance materials for school teachers and playground 
instructors.  In the pre-war period, folk dances were usually promoted at the school 
level as part of the physical education curriculum or extra-curricular cultural activities 
of schools.  That’s why many well-known folkdance groups that emerged in the 
                                                
13 Other members are: Francisco Santiago, Antonio Molina and Antonio 
Buenavantura from the Conservatory of Music of UP; Otley Beyer, an American 
ethnologist and then head of new anthropology department; Cecilio Lopez; and 
Aquino’s first husband, Ramon Tolentino. Unfortunately Ramon Tolentino died in 
1939, and she later married to Serafin Aquino in 1946, who was a former 
superintendent of Physical Education and executive secretary-treasurer of the 
Philippine Amateur Athletic Federation.  
14 Aquino first conducted her research on folk dances in 1924 for her Master’s degree 
at Collage of Education at the University of the Philippines.  Her thesis titled 




post-war Philippines were mostly school-based.  
However, it must be noted that dances collected by Aquino were largely 
derived from lowland Christian Filipinos, which revealed the heavy imprint of 
Western cultural influences.  Among the fifty seven dances compiled in Philippine 
National Dances, there were only four ethnic dances included, and there was still a 
lack of information about non-Christian “ethnic” dances.  
 
3. The Japanese Occupation and the emergence of the Folkdance Theater 
Towards the end of the Commonwealth period, the influence of Japanese 
cultural ideology which emphasized the “native” culture and Asian heritage of 
Filipinos to reorient and integrate them into the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere” introduced an alternative model of nation-building to those developed under 
strong American influence.15  This re-orientation towards Asia was manifested in the 
arts.  In the field of ballet, a Western dance art introduced into the country in the 
early American period sometime in the 1900’s, a shift towards Asianizing took place 
as native elements were incorporated into the Western art form. Leonor Orosa 
Goquingco, a National Artist for Dance (1976), pioneered a new genre of 
                                                
15 Goodman, 1968:229-240.  
Fig.11: Aquino (in the front row, fourth from the
left) with the U.P. Folk Song Dance Troupe  
(Source: Alejandro. Philippine Dance) 




theatricalized dance called “Folkloric Ballet,” or later to be called “neo-ethnic” ballet 
which fused classical ballet and folk dances, especially those of “ethnic” Filipinos.  
In 1938, she first produced a folkloric ballet called “Vinta!,” 16 which represented the 
beauty and richness of Moro (Muslim) culture in stylized ballet, based on her own 
childhood memories of Jolo in Sulu, where she was born and raised.17  
In 1939, Goquingco went to Japan as a member of the first cultural 
mission, which was composed of artists. The mission’s objective was, officially, to 
promote cultural understanding between the two countries through the arts.  Japan, 
however, had another purpose, that is, to make Filipinos realize their lack of 
unquestionably “Filipino” culture, and propagate the “Japanese way” of preserving 
their own traditions while absorbing the culture of the West.  Goquingco, the only 
dancer in the group, performed two ballet numbers to a piano accompaniment: one 
was “Maria Clara,” 18 danced to a kundiman, or a folk love song, and another was 
about a barrio girl “Planting Rice,” accompanied with a traditional folk melody.  
Although both dances represented the image of Christian Filipinos which revealed the 
heavy imprint of Western culture, Goquingco impressed the Japanese audience, which 
came to unexpectedly discover that “Filipinos had a music and dance of their own.”19  
After returning from Japan, Goquinco produced her major folkloric work 
called “Trend: Return to the Native,” presented in 1941 at the Metropolitan Theater, 
which was tagged as the “Filipino National Theater”20 during the Japanese regime 
where numerous theater productions using native materials were staged and promoted.  
                                                
16 The Vinta is a narrow boat with outriggers and a colorful sail used in Sulu, 
Mindanao. 
17 Joaquin, 1994: 20. 
18 A heroine of a famous novel “Noli Me Tangere” written by Jose Rizal.  
19 Joaquin, 1994:57. 
20 Foronda, JR, 1975: 38. The original source: Tribune, (May 23, 1943), P.6.  
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This 40-minute production of “Trend” traced the history of Philippine dance styles in 
five segments, namely: Primitive (Cordillera), Morolandia (Muslim), Asalto 
(Spanish-influenced), American Jazz, and the New Native.  The New Native, which 
meant “a dance style of today” (at the dawn of Japanese period), represented a 
Filipino in search of an unquestionably “Filipino” art,21 which Goquingco proposed 
was the synthesis of all the previous dance styles.  What is remarkable about this is 
that it was the only production wherein we could see the presence of the Japanese 
period in its program structure, since the post-war dance productions often exclude it.  
In Goquinco’s Trend we see the outline of the suites that will come to define 
Philippine folkdance in later years.   
The Trend later evolved into “Filipinescas: Philippine Life, Legend, and 
Lore in Dance” 22 (1961) and performed by the Filipinescas Dance Company, which 
was organized by Goquingco in 1958.   She put her originally-conceived storyline 
into a dance intertwined with a drama of Filipino lives.  For instance, in a suite of 
“The Birds and the Planters,” she wove together the various rice-planting sequences 
such as transplanting, cutting, threshing, pounding, and winnowing into a continuous 
whole, which was climaxed by a new version of the Tinikling dance.  She made 
dancers personify a Tikling bird being trapped by farmers’ bamboo poles, although in 
the original version, the farmers plays a game of “catch-the-leg-between-the-poles,” 
and towards the ending, the music becomes quicker and the speed at which the 
                                                
21 An excerpt from the description of the performance written by Hernando R. 
Ocampo reads: “disconsolate Maria Clara bewails the seeming forgetfulness of things 
native” and “she goes into the steps of an original dance, breathing the remembrance 
of the old stuffed with the technique of the new-- no longer primitive, nor Moro, nor 
Castilian, nor modern, but the New Native” (Joaquin, 1994:58). 
22 For detailed dance repertoire, see Appendix A. 
  
32
bamboo poles are clapped together increases to achieve a “bravura finale.”23  This 
resulted in an exhilarating dance performance that audiences found enthralling.  
Goquinco’s style of theatricalization was allegedly adapted by the 
Bayanihan to their folkdance performance and paved the way for the development of 
what we call Philippine folkdance today24 although the company (Bayanihan) does 
not mention her name or acknowledge her influence on them in their write-ups about 
their group's history.  This is perhaps because in the field of Philippine dance, 
Goquingco is regarded as a persona in the genre of ballet.  In terms of thematic 
portrayal and the dance imagery produced, the Bayanihan and Goquingco’s group are 
quite similar, differentiated only by their degree of theatricalization or 
“balletization”25: Goquingco’s work was purely based on ballet movement while the 
Bayanihan’s was still largely based on folk dances. Hence, in comparison to 
Goquinco’s group, the Bayanihan was considered a more “authentic” folkdance 
company.26   
It is often not recognized that the Japanese period played a role in the 
dynamics of rebuilding Philippine culture in some way.  More often, the Japanese 
are portrayed as being responsible for the destruction it wrought on Philippine 
heritage.  In the field of dance for example, the support given by the Japanese in 
encouraging folkdances, as we have seen in Goquinco’s cultural mission to Japan and 
the presentation of Trend, is not given much attention, while the burning and 
destruction of invaluable documentation of Philippine folkdance during the World 
War II is emphasized.  For example, in the book “Philippine National Dances” 
                                                
23 Orosa, 1973: 35-36. 
24 Alejandro 1978:49; Orosa 1973:36.  
25 Shay, 2002:15.   
26 Orosa,1973: 36.  
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written by Reyes-Aquino in 1946, the American publishers declare in the preface:  
The manuscript of this book, representing years of research, was sent to the 
United States just prior to the Japanese invasion of the Philippines in 1941. 
Publication was delayed for five years due to the impossibility of contact 
with Mrs. Tolentino [Aquino], whose first letter following liberation of the 
Islands in 1945 reported that all her other source materials, books, records, 
pictures, costumes, and musical instruments had been burned or wantonly 
destroyed by the Japanese.27 (my emphasis)    
Japan is often associated with, if not deliberately remembered as the “bloody” 
Japanese occupation or a totally “dark age” in Philippine history.  While the violence 
of the war period could not be denied, the portrayal of “American liberators” and 
“Japanese oppressors” often prevents us from examining positive developments 
during the Japanese period, not to mention the destruction of buildings such as the 
National Library during the American bombings to liberate Manila.  As Marcelino 
Foronda writes in his study on the cultural life in the Philippines during the period: 
All too often only the military phases of the Japanese occupation - If not its 
socio-political aspects - have occupied the efforts of scholars.  I do believe 
however, that its cultural aspects are equally important if one is to have a 
clearer and broader view of it.  While the Occupation ended too soon, and, 
therefore, its impact seems minimal, the return-to-the-Orient movement that 
it engendered entered into the Filipino racial consciousness, this also bringing 
about pride in being Filipino and a love for things Philippine.28   
 Foronda’s statement proves true for the field of folkdance.  While the 
dances researched by Reyes-Aquino were mostly “Christian Filipino” dances, and 
Goquingco’s was ballet, and thus both of their folk and theatricalized dances bore a 
strong Western imprint, the folkdance that emerged after the Japanese period 
manifested a marked “return-to-the-Orient” consciousness, which according to 
Foronda, was an awareness that was emphasized by the Japanese.  The development 
of folkdance in the post-war period owes a lot to this period’s influence. 
 
 
                                                
27 Tolentino (Aquino). 1946: Publisher’s note, p.iv. 
28 Foronda, JR, 1975: 1. 
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4. The Development of Folkdance in the post- World WarⅡ Philippines  
The post-war period saw the emergence of many folkdance companies in 
urban universities to re-build and promote Philippine culture for the newly 
independent nation.  To name the major folkdance groups of the time, these were the 
Philippine Barangay Folk Dance Troupe of the Philippine Normal University formed 
in 1958, which is now operating separately from the university today; the UP 
Filipiniana Dance Group of University of the Philippines since 1948; the UE Dance 
Company of the University of the East formed in 1951; the FEU Dance Group of Far 
Eastern University formed in 1957; and the Bayanihan of the Philippine Women’s 
University formed in 1957.  In addition to these was Leonor Orosa Goquinco’s the 
Filipinescas formed in 1957, which is a folkloric ballet group that is not school-based.  
The Bayanihan was formally founded at the Philippine Women’s 
University (PWU) in 1957 by Helena Benitez, a chairperson of the university, but 
earlier than that the university had organized the Filipiniana Folk Music and Dance 
Committee to follow the pioneering work on the restoration of folk dances and songs 
by Jorge Bocobo and Francisca Reyes Aquino in the 1930’s.  This committee 
occasionally organized and held recitals at the school. 
In 1955, the PWU sent a delegation headed by Lucrecia Kasilag to the 
Asian Festival of Dance and Music held in Dacca, East Pakistan, to give a Philippine 
cultural presentation. 29  This period saw an upsurge of anti-colonialism and 
anti-Western sentiments among African and Asian countries which led to the Bandung 
Conference30 later in the same year.  At that time, the dance repertoire of the PWU 
                                                
29 Other participant countries: Pakistan, Indonesia, Burma, Malaya, and Thailand.  
30 The International Festival of Dance and Music was held sometime between 




group was largely derived from the folk dances of Francisca Reyes Aquino, and they 
presented a series of rural “folk” dances of lowland Christian Filipinos31 (Fig.13), 
with guitar accompaniment.32  Their performance stood out from the presentation of 
other participant groups from other countries who displayed their distinctive Asian 
cultures. The PWU delegation felt that other countries were better able to preserve 
their own culture while the Philippines so leaned on the West that they seemed to be 
“outsiders, among fellow Asians.”33    
 
  This bitter experience made the folkdance pioneers in the 1950s very 
much aware of what Kasilag called the “identity crisis.”34  It made the PWU 
members become self-critical about their Filipino cultural identity and they actively 
re-oriented themselves to their Asian cultural heritage.  After returning from the trip, 
the PWU group organized its own research team to unearth and dig out little-known 
ethnic dances of the Cordillera and Mindanao region.  To its great advantage, the 
PWU had provincial branches in the Visayas and Mindanao, and especially in 
                                                
31 The Bayanihan delegation presented 35 folk dances and songs in two weeks.  
32 The delegation was supposed to use a piano for accompaniment of their 
presentation. Kasilag, the head of the delegation, asked festival organizers, but they 
did not have a piano for an “Asian” cultural festival, and only the guitar was 
available. 
33 Bayanihan Folk Arts Center, 1987:81.  
34 Perez de Guzman. “The Bayanihan Story.” In Bayanihan, 1987: 81.  
Fig. 13: PWU dance group in Dacca, 1956. The dance is
the Tinikling. (Source: Santos. Bayanihan) 
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Mindanao, where the PWU Davao already had its own Folk Arts Center and stored 
rich materials on Mindanao’s various tribes. During this period of research, the 
major parts of the “ethnic” dance repertoire of the Bayanihan were collected along 
with native “ethnic” instruments, and as a result, PWU produced a new dance 
program in 1956 which was composed of “regionally” categorized suites, namely 
Northern Luzon (Cordillera), Cagayan, Visayas, Mindanao (Muslim), and the 
Glorification of Rice.35 
In 1957, the Filipiniana Committee became the Bayanihan Folk Arts 
Center, and the Bayanihan Philippine Folkdance Company was formally born.  The 
foundation of the Bayanihan was in response to the request of President Magsaysay 
for participation in the Brussels Expo in 1958.  Magsaysay accepted an invitation to 
join the Brussels Expo to display Philippine culture abroad, but the state faced a 
severe financial problem.  The government could not afford to spare a large amount 
of money to send a Philippine delegation to the Expo. Helena Benitez of the PWU 
volunteered to send her group, which was to be named Bayanihan, which the 
government approved on condition that the company would shoulder the expenses 
that the government could not cover.  The problem of financing was soon settled by 
determining who among the Bayanihan members could afford to go on their own and 
by raising funds from contributions for those who could not.36  
The company was named “Bayanihan” to refer to the Filipino traditional 
way of working together for mutual and communal benefit, or for the nation, in the 
                                                
35 A resource person: Henrietta “Ele” Hoffer who was a dancer of the Physical 
Education Dance Club of the PWU in the mid-1950’s, and also a student researcher 
on ethnic dances in Mindanao. She was the first Singkil princess dancer before the 
Bayanihan was born. I interviewed her in Mindanao State University in 2003. For a 
detailed list of dances in their repertoire, see Appendix B.  
36 Bayanihan Folk Arts Center, 1987: 85.  
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larger sense.  Composed mainly of students of the Philippine Women’s University 
who came from well-to-do families, male dancers were then brought in, followed by 
productions staffs who were educated abroad and specialists in their respective areas 
of music, dance, costume and theater.  Among them were Lucrecia Kasilag, a 
renowned composer and then Dean of the College of Music and Fine Arts of the 
university, who was to be the music director; Lucrecia Urtula, who became dance 
director; Isabel Santos as costume director; Jose Lardizabal as artistic director; and 
Teodoro Hilado as technical director.  The company also had a Bayanihan Folk Arts 
Association as its administrative arm, which was composed of leaders from the 
business and industrial sectors, leaders of civic organizations, and government 
officials, to support the company in terms of finance and promotion.  The company 
was/is a cooperative organization which has been created and sustained by the new 
elite and urban intellectuals with nationalist ideals. 
For the presentation at the Brussels Expo, the Bayanihan produced 
“Glimpses of Philippine Culture,” which was composed of five suites, namely, 
Dances of the mountain tribes (Cordillera/ ethnic), Fiesta Filipina 
(Spanish-influenced); Regional Variations (ethnic and folk); Dances of the Moslems 
in Mindanao (Muslim/ethnic); and Rural Philippines (folk).37  Compared to the 
previous program which I mentioned earlier, Glimpses used “cultural/religious” suites 
which emphasized the different cultural influences on the Philippines.  The possible 
reason for this was that, for one thing, regional categorization lacked impact and did 
not appeal to foreign audiences which did not know the geography of the Philippines.  
With this “cultural/religious” categorization, the internal division of ethnic/cultural 
groups, such as non-Christian (Cordillera, Muslim, Lumad) and lowland Christian, 
                                                
37 For the details of their dance repertoire, see Appendix C.   
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became clear and also the class division into urban elites (Fiesta Filipina) and rural 
peasants (Rural Philippines) among Christian Filipinos.  This categorization reflects 
class consciousness and cultural and ethnic “otherness,” since the program was not 
only meant to construct and project a “national” identity of Filipinos but also their 
‘self’ identity within the nation. 
The program of Glimpses was basically framed by a progressive 
historical view of Philippine culture, starting from the primitive dances of mountain 
tribes, which were considered as genuinely “Filipino” without being affected by any 
foreign influence, followed by dances influenced by various foreign cultures, to 
peasant dances meant to represent an idealized and imaginary “typical” village life of 
today.  However, this programming did not exactly follow the chronological order, 
and more emphasis was placed on dramatic and exotic contrasts in the visual 
characteristics and tempos of each suite.  Hence, the Cordillera suite was followed 
by the Spanish-influenced dance suite, then followed by the Muslim suite to produce a 
striking contrast between the Asian and Western elements of Philippine culture.38  
This program was a well-considered format that had organic unity in the presentation 
of varied dances with a guiding logic to the order of dances being shown. 
The Bayanihan adopted conventions and possibilities of western theater 
so as to “suit the format of a sophisticated contemporary theatrical performance” and 
raise local/regional folkdances to the level of “art” in the western context, specifically 
to the level of stage art.39  By doing this, Bayanihan succeeded in displaying the 
same level of “civilized-ness” or “modernity” in the Philippines as in the West and to 
make the foreign audience appreciative of their folkdance performance by reducing 
                                                
38 Santos, 2004:40-55.  
39 Bayanihan Folk Arts Center,1987:14.  
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the strangeness or primitiveness of local dance movements and clothing.  Filipino 
local dances were beautifully stylized and choreographed by following some 
principles of ballet, and performed by young and beautiful dancers.  Local costumes 
were designed for stage use, sewing together several pieces which constituted a set of 
traditional attire to form one single piece by incorporating zippers and Velcro for ease 
of quick costume change.  What is known as “Maria Clara” costume was invented 
by Bayanihan by sewing a blouse and a skirt together into one single dress.  Tribal 
costumes were re-designed to be modern and fashionable by exaggerating the ethnic 
motifs.  If you look at pictures of Bayanihan in those days (Fig.14), they still look 
“fashionable” and “urbane” even by today’s standards.  With this theatricalization, 
local Filipino folkdances, which were previously merely a part of physical education, 
were re-created into a spectacular theater production and brought to the 
world.
  
It was a challenge for the Bayanihan, and the Philippines in a larger sense, 
to see if the Philippine presentation would be accepted by an international audience.  
The result was victorious, as the Bayanihan received international recognition and 
became a world famous dance company overnight, which earned for it the description 
Fig.14: The Bayanihan’s Maria Clara costumes, 1959 (left) and Tribal (B’laan) 
costumes, 1964 (right)                    (Source: Santos. Bayanihan)
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of being the “Cinderella of dance theater.”40  The company was featured at the 
“highlights of the Brussels World Fair” on the American TV program "Ed Sullivan 
Show,” and other media as well, and back home, enthusiasm mobilized an urban 
Filipino crowd of 12,000 to the Rizal Memorial Coliseum to witness the 
home-coming performance of the Bayanihan.41  
To quote some comments on their performance at the Winter Garden 
Theater on Broadway as a part of the great impresario, Sol Hurok’s, International 
Festival, the Bayanihan’s impressions on the international audience are as follow:42  
[O]ne of the newest examples of an ethnic dance culture which has gone 
beyond simple preservation and gone into creative growth (Walter Terry. New 
York Herald Tribune: Oct. 18, 1959). 
 
[W]e are totally unprepared for anything so rich and delightful…. from now 
on we shall look at the Philippines with new eyes (John Martin. New York 
Times: Oct.18, 1959). 
 
Their performance is a credit to all Asian and shows that the Philippines has 
retained its early culture (R.S.S. Gunewardene. Ceylon Ambassador to the 
U.S., 1959). 
The Bayanihan’s achievement on the world stage indeed brought pride to Filipinos 
and a new sense of Filipino identity was on the rise.  Carlos Romulo, then a 
Philippine ambassador to the US commented that 
you [members of Bayanihan] have served our country by helping enhance our 
national prestige in the United States. You have presented to America 
audiences our Filipino culture and have opened their eyes to the wide range 
and incomparable beauty of Filipino art.43   
For the post-colonial Philippines, as a newly independent nation-state in 
the Third World, there was an urgent need to establish its national existence and put 
its name on the world map. In this regard, the Bayanihan played a significant role in 
                                                
40 Bayanihan Folk Arts Center. 1987:6.  
41 Souvenir Program, 1958.  
42 Reviews are taken from Bayanihan’s souvenir programs of 1958 and Pasalubong sa 
Bayan, 1962.  
43 Taken from his massage written in 1959 to Bayanihan (souvenir program, 
“Pasalubong sa bayan”) 
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the re-construction of “national” identity which had been constructed in a negative 
light as “immature” by the West during the previous colonial period.  As Trimillos 
stated, “the Philippine was one of the first Asian nations to use dance as a primary 
means of establishing international standing” 44  to project and promote a new, 
“beautiful” image of the Philippines around the world.  Following Bayanihan, other 
folkdance companies, such as Philippine Barangay Folk Dance Troupe, FEU Dance 
Group, Filipinescas and Leyte Kalipayan Dance Company (then Leyte Filipiniana 
Dance Troupe), also went for cultural and diplomatic mission abroad.  This was the 
beginning of a so-called “era of dance diplomacy”45 in the 1960’s and 70’s, and it 
was at this time that Ramon Obusan became a Bayanihan dancer himself.  The 
presentational style and form of Philippine folkdance has also been adapted by other 
folkdance companies including ROFG, and the Glimpses created by Bayanihan has 
evolved through the years into what is now considered as the standard format of 
Philippine folkdance.  It is in this period that the suites became the established mode 
of portraying Filipino dance diversity. 
 
5. The “Golden Age of the Arts” in the “Dark Age” of the Marcos Years 
The Marcos years saw the “golden age” of Philippine arts and culture 
under the patronage of First Lady Imelda Marcos.  The Cultural Center of the 
Philippines (CCP) and the Folk Arts Theater (FAT) were successively inaugurated by 
Imelda in order to enhance and promote the national development of Philippine arts 
and culture.  Philippine folkdance especially flourished in a visible way with the 
promotion of Imelda who actively organized cultural events which created many 





performance opportunities.  During this period, the promotion and development of 
Filipino local culture and arts, which has been carried out since the Commonwealth 
period, was heightened more than ever, and it was at this time that Obusan founded 
his own folkdance group in 1972.   
 The CCP is a national theater-institute of culture and arts, inaugurated 
by Imelda Marcos in 1969 to promote and develop “Filipino” culture and arts.  It is a 
fully air-conditioned, modern theater equipped with a beautiful concert stage with 
excellent acoustics and modern theater facilities.  The creation of the CCP was a 
milestone in the history of Philippine art, since the government, for the first time, 
“invested in a venue of international standards for performing arts.”46  Under the 
CCP, Imelda, who had “mixed nationalist and cosmopolitan agendas,”47 encouraged 
local artists to create original “Filipino” art by utilizing native elements and themes 
within the framework of western art. 
With the increased interest in indigenous/folk arts and tradition, Imelda 
also inaugurated the Folk Arts Theater in 1974.  It is a gigantic amphitheater with a 
roof, which accommodates an audience of 8,500,48 and it was the largest of its kind in 
Asia at that time.  In her speech at the inauguration of the theater, Imelda mentioned 
the “Filipino crisis of identity” after the long history of colonization, and 
re-emphasized the significance of the people’s folk arts as a source of Filipino spirit 
and identity. 49   The Theater pursued various programs such as folk festivals, 
folkdance workshop, 50  etc., in order to promote the appreciation of the 
                                                
46 CCP,1998:34.  
47 Ness,1992:90. 
48 Another source says 10,000. 
49 Maramag, 1982:35.  
50 Under the FAT, Philippine Folk Dance Society, which was founded by Francisca 
Aquino in 1949. It became inactive in the 1960’s, was revived in 1975, and it 
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folk/indigenous arts as Filipino cultural heritage as well as preservation, by involving 
both urban folkdance companies and the local cultural/ethnic communities who 
owned those traditions and arts.  The Folk Arts Series promoted the revival of annual 
religious festivals and folk rites in the provinces such as the celebration of Sto. Niño, 
Lenten festivals, Senakulo,51 and Christmas festivities, and presented various Filipino 
legends and folklore in dance-form.   
Imelda Marcos herself was also actively involved in staging several 
theater productions which utilized native themes and folklore.  Her productions were 
generally large-scale and spectacular presentations involving large numbers of 
participants and production staff from various performing arts groups, such as folk 
and ballet/modern dance companies, philharmonic orchestras and choral groups, and 
instrumentalists of indigenous music. Sometimes international dance groups such as 
Indian, Indonesian and Chinese troupes also participated. Hence Imelda’s 
performances catered to both international and national performers and audiences.   
At the inauguration of the CCP in 1969 with foreign guests from ten 
countries in attendance, including then California governor Ronald Regan as guest of 
honor, Imelda presented Dularawan, based on a local legend, “Salakot na Ginto” 
(Golden Salakot52), which is also known in Philippine history as the “Barter of 
Panay.”  It told the story of Bornean (Malay) datus, or chieftains, who obtained the 
island of Panay in exchange for the golden salakot and a precious necklace of gems, 
after which the first barangay system was created, becoming the nucleus of the 
political system in the Philippines.  Another production, Igkas Kayumanggi (Fig.15), 
was premiered at the Folk Arts Theater on the eve of Marcos’s birthday in 1974.  
                                                                                                                                       
conducted folkdance workshops.   
51 A dance-drama on the passion and death of Christ. 
52 Salakot is a native helmet-like hat with wide brim.  
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This was drawn from the legend about the first Filipino man and woman, “Malakas at 
Maganda (the Strong and the Beauty),” who emerged from one large bamboo stalk.  
The story told the myth of national origin and varied influences brought by contact 
with Asian neighbors by presenting various ethno-linguistic groups in the Philippines.   
 
Both productions basically connected the birth of the nation or national 
community to the birth of Marcos’s New Society.  But, by tracing back the myth of 
national origin or roots of Filipino civilization to the pre-Spanish period, it also tried 
to re-emphasize the Malay/Asian roots of Filipinos and foster the sense of belonging 
to Asia rather than to the West.  According to Lico, Dularawan further “catalyzed 
the revival and mass acceptance of the barangay system as the smallest unit of 
governance, and served as the springboard for the symbolic transfer of archaic 
imperial aura to the first couple.”53  The same tendency was also pointed out by 
Rafael regarding Malakas at Maganda. Imelda did not only appropriate the icon of 
Malakas at Maganda, “great creators of the nation,” to shape the image of the First 
Couple, (as a matter of fact, she even had portraits of themselves as Malakas and 
Maganda in the Malacañang Palace), but also “conceive[d] of themselves the origin 
                                                
53 Lico, 2003:134. 
Fig.15: Igkas Kayumanngi, at Folk Arts Theater, 1974 
(Source: Cultural Center of the Philippines Library) 
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of circulation” of political and economical power,54 to legitimate the administration 
of Marcos, which was politically problematic.  
In contrast to the previous two productions, Kasaysayan ng Lahi, or “the 
History of the Race,” which was presented at the inauguration of the Folk Arts 
Theater (FAT) in 1974, was the first of its kind and largest national parade, which 
involved approximately twenty thousand participants, including not only performing 
artist groups but also civic people and provincial cultural/ethnic communities (Fig.16).  
It showcased a national history of the Philippines from the pre-colonial era to the 
present, or more precisely, “from the Stone Age to the New Society,” drawing on 
“Tadhana” history.  As Marcos stated, 
Tadhana is “a history of all of our people.  It is not a history of the Spaniards 
in the Philippines.  It is not even a history merely of those of our people in 
Luzon and the Visayas who came under the sovereignty of the Spanish 
colonial state.  It is a history which includes, in addition, those of our people 
who remained in permanent resistance to the Spanish colonial state, the 
Muslims, and those of our people who escaped the sustained and direct 
intervention of the colonizers, our people of the interior mountains and rivers 
and forests.”55  
The parade showed portrayals of the pre-colonial period and 
non-Christian, ethnic communities as well as important historical events, and indeed 
representatives of those ethnic communities being portrayed actually participated in 
the parade.  This national event, which got together hundreds of thousands of 
spectators along Roxas Boulevard, was also broadcasted nationwide on live television 
in order to “virtually connect the disparate bodies that constitute the nation.”56  
While visually displaying a history of the Filipino race and propagating the ideology 
of the New Society of Marcos, the event served to strengthen the sense of the nation 
or national unity. 
                                                
54 Rafael, 2000:122.  
55 Taken from Historical Bulletin 26, 1-4, 1982, 1-15. (Keynote Address, PHA annual 
seminar, 29 Nov. 1976) 







Fig.16: Kasaysayan ng Lahi
parade, 1974 
(Source: Cultural Center
of the Philippines Library) 
Top left: Aeta- the earliest 
settler of the country  
 
Top right:  
The coming of Malays 
 
Middle left: Indonesian 
 
Middle right: Colonial Era 
 
Bottom left: Apr.12, 1898-





Top left:  
1946- Independence day 
 





Middle right:   
Halina sa Antipolo 
 
Bottom left: Sep.21. 1972-




Bottom right: Tagbanwa 
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Imelda Marcos in particular, and the state in the Marcos era in general, 
utilized  theatric performances as an instrument for reconstructing the historical and 
cultural consciousness of Filipinos and disseminating the “Tadhana” history of 
Marcos which epitomized Marcos’s political ideology.  Although Imelda’s use of the 
arts or artists is often interpreted as her manipulation of the arts for her political ends, 
it must be not be forgotten that such cultural events of Imelda created opportunities 
for participating performing artist groups to create a name for themselves, as well as 
to pursue their own agendas as they lay the foundation for their cultural/artistic 
activities especially for such fledgling groups as Obusan’s.  
 
6. The Post-Marcos Years and the Two Directions of Philippine Folkdance 
From the very beginning, there were already oppositional voices against 
the CCP.  Criticisms included how “the Center is politically motivated and is for the 
elites” and that “only ‘yes’ artists and the ‘name’ artists could make it to the Center, 
never the young talented rebel on the left of the Center.”57  According to Obusan and 
his dancers, it was actually true that only big names like the famous Bayanihan and 
Barangay (to a lesser extent than Bayanihan) or the “elites” could mount the stage of 
the CCP, and Obusan’s group, which was then a fledgling little group, could not step 
on the stage during the time of Marcos. 
Under the patronage of Imelda, the Bayanihan had firmly established its 
prominent status over other folkdance companies and the “Bayanihan model” of 
Philippine folkdance became dominant.58   Directors of Bayanihan at that time 
                                                
57 Lanot. “A Center for Whom?,” Manila Chronicle. Nov. 16, 1969.  
58 It must be added that the connection between the Bayanihan and Imelda could be 
seen in earlier years, since coincidentally she once took singing lessons at the 
Conservatory of Music at the Philippine Women’s University (PWU), and became a 
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occupied important positions at the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP) and Folk 
Arts Theater (FAT): Lucrecia Kasilag, the music director of Bayanihan, was appointed 
artistic director (theater) of the CCP, and she also became the president of the FAT; 
Lucrecia Urtula, the dance director of the company became the artistic director for 
dance of the FAT; and Isabel Santos, a costume director of Bayanihan, was appointed 
as well to the position of artistic director for costume of the FAT.  Bayanihan was 
always there for Imelda’s cultural projects, not only as dancers but also as staff, to 
direct the projects.  When Imelda had distinguished guests from abroad, Bayanihan 
was the first to be called to the Malacañang or the CCP to entertain the guests, and 
when the FAT started dinner shows for a tourist attraction in 1979-80, Bayanihan was 
featured with the participation of the U.P. Madrigal Singers.  In 1982, Bayanihan 
officially became a resident folkdance company of the CCP.  
The CCP, which was designed to be the international (or Asian) center of 
arts, featured various international performing artist groups.  By doing this, the 
Center sought to expose Filipino artists to new and international trends and stimulate 
their artistic innovation and creativity, but it turned out to favor the Western “high” 
arts such as a ballet, opera, and symphony orchestras to be presented to local 
audiences.  The admission fee to these performances was priced steeply, so it only 
attracted the upper class.  That’s why we could think, in a way, that the Folk Arts 
Theater was created to accommodate the less-privileged masses and present popular 
arts and entertainments, while the grander CCP Main Theater catered to the elite who 
had global artistic taste.  The presence of two theaters made clear the division of 
                                                                                                                                       
student of Kasilag.  When she decided to run for Miss Manila, Imelda got the 
backing of Helena Benitez of PWU, a founder of Bayanihan, and Kasilag 
(Hamilton-Paterson, 1998: 143-144), and in this regard, Imelda was indebted to these 




social class and hierarchy of art forms.  The CCP became often described as being of 
“pro-western orientation” and associated with the elite, and this eventually led to the 
boycott stand of “Concerned Artists of the Philippines (CAP)” in 1983-1984, after the 
assassination of Benigno Aquino.    
When Marcos was ousted in 1986 with the People Power Revolution, the 
CCP was accordingly “liberated,” and the “New” CCP came up with new 
orientations: “Filipinization,” “democratization,” and “decentralization” besides the 
development of artistic excellence and the promotion of international relations.  The 
new Center began to encourage Filipino artists to create and develop original works 
and new art forms in the “Filipino” context and perspective, while embracing and 
understanding cultural diversities of Filipinos to promote the “pluralism of aesthetics” 
in the performances of resident companies of the CCP.59  The Center re-oriented 
itself from being the Manila-based center primarily serving as a venue for performing 
arts to a national coordinating center for the arts in order to encourage and 
disseminate artistic and cultural activities also in the other regions and provinces. 
This new move has led to the active participation of the masses in the 
building and development of “national” culture not from a top-down approach, but 
also “from below” to make the process meaningful to all the people.  However, it 
must be noted that although the atmosphere of artistic freedom spread, the cultural 
scene had drastically changed after the downfall of Marcos.  Since the cultural 
projects and events of Imelda, which promoted Philippine arts and culture to a 
significant degree, were considered as “extravagant,” the arts was seen to have 
“brought the country deeper into the debt” and the new administration of Corazon 
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Aquino proclaimed that “culture is not a priority.”60  Arts and culture were virtually 
put aside and regarded as peripheral to national development.  Hence, first and 
foremost, the CCP was tasked to attract the masses and bring them into the CCP as the 
audience, although Nicanor Tiongson, the new artistic director of the CCP, confessed, 
“I don’t know how the CCP can encourage the masses to come to the CCP.”61   
Under this new cultural discourse and new policies of the CCP, Ramon 
Obusan’s group was elevated to the level of resident folkdance company of the CCP 
in 1986.  As we have seen, the history of Philippine folkdance is also a history of 
“Filipinization” that has searched for “what is Filipino” by de-colonizing and 
re-defining national identity.  This identity discourse is an on-going and unfinished 
process in the Philippines.  The ROFG’s rise provided an alternative perspective and 
approach to Philippine folkdance by challenging the somewhat hegemonic discourse 
that had been established by the Bayanihan in the previous years.  These two trends 
added new dynamics or “tensions” to the development of Philippine folkdance.
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61 Taken from an interview of Tiongson done by De Leon for “The CCP secrets,” 




Ramon Obusan and His Folkloric Group in Context  
 
“If I could have another life time and several more, I would definitely go 
back amongst my dear friends living in deep forest recesses or wedged in 
some slopes of high mountains to listen to tales of rich cultures, delight in 
their music, be one with them in dance and capture their timeless 
traditions to contribute to an ever-hungry art world. …… I would not 
stop dancing till I wore off the skin of my feet.  I would dance until all 
of us fall exhausted, contented and fulfilled.  This is what I want to do.  
This is what I intend to do.  But I have only one lifetime….”62  
[Words of Ramon Obusan] 
Ramon Obusan had a passion and fascination for discovering and 
collecting all kinds of Filipino dance traditions.  He considered dance as “a jewel in 
the crown of Philippine culture.”  He painstakingly restaged dances he collected to 
share with his audience what rich culture Filipinos have.  While he devoted his life 
to collecting and restaging folk dances, his involvement in the field of Philippine 
folkdance was rather accidental and he never thought of being a dancer himself or 
founding his own folkdance group.  
 
1. How Ramon Obusan Became a Bayanihan Dancer 
Obusan was born in Legaspi, capital of Albay province, in 1938, as the 
eldest son of Praxedes Obsuan, a physician and Josefina Arevalo, a music teacher, in a 
large family.  In his early age, he thought of devoting himself to mission work, not 
                                                
62 A standard quote that appears on ROFG souvenir programs.  
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because he was personally religious but because of the influence of the Redemptorist 
priests.  However, due to financial reasons, he was unable to pursue his dream, and 
he went instead for a fisheries technology degree at the University of the Philippines 
(UP), intending to seek a scholarship grant to Japan, which he was unable to pursue.  
He became interested in “folk” culture when he was teaching at the 
National School of Fisheries in Aklan in Panay Island, after graduating from the 
university.  There he was first exposed to village activities and local traditions that 
could not be observed in Manila any more.  This fascination eventually led him to 
study anthropology at UP where he was remolded into a “traditionalist.”   
It was in 1964 that Ramon Obusan joined the Bayanihan as a 
researcher-dancer, but his affiliation with the company was quite incidental.  When 
he went to the Philippine Women’s University, where the Bayanihan was based, while 
getting a transcript of records for his sister, he found out that the Bayanihan was 
holding an audition.  Although he was not there for the auditions, a lady, whom he 
later found out was Mrs. Robert Fox, wife of a famous American anthropologist, 
mistook him for an applicant and asked him if he was going to take the audition. 
Obusan’s interest in anthropological research urged him to participate in the audition, 
and he became one of the eight accepted out of 300 applicants.63  
He was actually applying to be a researcher for the Bayanihan and not as 
a dancer, and this is why he describes his entry to Bayanihan as being “from the back 
door”.  At the audition, he reported descriptions of dances he researched and the 
people in the selection panel of the Bayanihan asked him to demonstrate them.  
Even without a background in dance, he performed and demonstrated the 
                                                
63 Singian, Pandy. “Ramon Obusan,” Museum Volunteers of the Philippines, No.201, 
(Nov, 2002), 6-7. 
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dances he researched.  Dancing at the audition, he realized that “talagang, by heart, 
magaling pala ako sumayaw (to my surprise, I found out I was really good at 
dancing).”  His dancing style was later to be called “caveman” dancing since it was 
raw, not learned and without a specific style (Fig.17).  Thus it looked fresh and 
unique to the eyes of American dance scholars who gave such comments to him 
during the Bayanihan performance in New York in the 1970-71 world tour, and he 
began to realize the value of this dance style, or in other words, the unique dance 
movements and local style of Filipinos.  
 
Obusan’s main responsibility in Bayanihan was to bring in his dance 
research, because, as he stated, “magdala ka ng supply ng lulutuin, kasi kung wala, 
wala kaming lulutuin (bring in ingredients for cooking, or else, we [Bayaniha] have 
nothing to cook).”  Soon, he began to be caught in a dilemma between authenticity 
and stylization, as he witnessed his researched dances being re-interpreted and made 
more elaborate. As Obusan states:  
Gusto nila [Bayanihan] dagdagan, gusto nila gawin mas mabilis, mas 
colorful…Kapag binigay mo [ang mga research ko] sa iba, sa Bayanihan 
halinbawa, nagiging iba ang treatment, nagiging iba ang dating, hindi iyon 
kamukha noon nakita ko sa original, o kamukha ng gusto ko.   
They want to make it more elaborate, they want to make it faster and more 
colorful…if I give my research to others, to Bayanihan for example, the 
treatment becomes different, its appearance changes, it stops looking like the 
original dances, or the way I intended them to be performed.  
Fig.17: Obusan’s “caveman” dance style
(Source: souvenir program of ROFG) 
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Although he admitted that their presentation was beautiful and effectively 
propagated Filipino dance culture, he began to feel that there must be another way to 
achieve the propagation of dance culture in a way that respects and represents the 
dance in its natural form as he originally saw it in the field.  This is one reason that 
led him to found his own dance group so that he could have a “showcase” or 
“show-window” for his research collection of dances.  
 
2. Foundation of Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group 
While still a member of Bayanihan, Obusan artistically directed the 
Larawan Dance Company, an official dance troupe of the Bureau of Customs.  He 
served in this capacity from 1967 until Martial Law was declared and the Bureau of 
Custom decided to suspend the activities of the group.  Obusan decided to transfer 
all his artistic and cultural activities from Larawan to his house in Pasay to begin his 
own artistic quest. Thus the group’s foundation was on the exact date of the 
declaration of Martial Law: September 21, 1972. 
Obusan founded his “private” folkdance group for purely artistic and 
cultural purposes, and tried to separate it from the politics of the times.  He says, “Of 




course, I love dance and I do not like to associate dance with politics or activists of 
the nation.”  His folkdance group was for him the logical extension of his research 
work, providing him with a medium to present them.  It aimed to mirror Filipino 
traditions and culture in a natural form of dance.  At first, the group was simply 
named as Ramon Obusan “Folkdance” Group, but sometime in the late 1970’s, 
Obusan added “folkloric” to the name of the group to express the “authenticity” of the 
group’s folkdance performance, at the suggestion of his friend, Lamberto Avellana, a 
National Artist for Film (1976).  Unlike Bayanihan and Baranggay that evoked 
nationalist sentiments in their company’s name, Obusan put his own name, following 
such example as Martha Graham of Martha Graham Dance Company and Alvin Ailey 
of Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, even though such naming was not popular in 
the Philippines.  By doing this, he tried to associate his name with his particular style 
of folkdance performance, that is, “close to the original,” based on his research work, 
and this also signified Obusan’s departure from Bayanihan’s style of folkdance 
performance.  
It was circumstantially difficult for Obusan to compete with Bayanihan at 
that time, because, as Obusan recalled, Imelda was a perfectionist and she liked the 
“pinaka-bongga” or most most-grandiose and spectacular performances, which was 
ably delivered by the celebrated Bayanihan.  Hence, there were virtually no 
folkdance companies that could go against or challenge Bayanihan’s dominance.  
Moreover, what was most problematic for Obusan was that the urban audience’s 
“eyes” were then not accustomed to seeing and appreciating non-stylized, simple 
forms of original dances.  What they knew were folkdances produced by Bayanihan 
which were modern and beautifully stylized.  There was of course a gap between 
what was presented on the stage by urban folkdance companies and what was 
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practiced in the field by the original culture bearers.  At this time, Obusan’s 
performances were just singit or “inserted into” the programs of other folkdance 
companies in various cultural events that Imelda produced.  
It was however, still a good time for Obusan to have started his new 
folkdance group since Imelda Marcos’ commitment to the arts created a cultural 
environment full of various activities and opportunities not only for Bayanihan but 
also for fledgling folkdance groups like ROFG.  Although he never personally got 
financial support from Imelda, Obusan benefited from the encouraging climate 
resulting from her cultural programs.  The group was sent on cultural missions 
abroad sponsored by state institutions such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Ministry of Tourism, and it also performed at international conferences and festivals, 
beauty pageants (international and national), opening ceremonies for national 
establishments (such as the Manila Hotel, the Philippine Heart Center for Asia), and 
social functions of multi-national companies. ROFG also held performances at 
Nayong Pilipino (Philippine Village), a cultural theme park with small-scale versions 
of Philippine tourist sights such as the Ifugao Rice Terraces and Chocolate Hills of 
Bohol and the architecture of traditional houses from different region in miniature.64  
From being a mere “singit,” with their dances being inserted into presentations at 
various activities under Imelda Marcos’s many state-sponsored activities, ROFG and 
their “close-to-the-original” style of dancing gradually became known since Imelda’s 
cultural activities were often well publicized.  Gradually the difference between 
Bayanihan’s stylized and Obusan’s original-style folkdance started to be perceived.  
                                                




Imelda’s theater productions seem to have influenced Obusan.  If you 
look at the group’s dance repertoire, ROFG also has Malakas at Maganda similar to 
the one produced by Imelda.  The ROFG production called “Noon po sa Amin” 
re-tells the history of the Philippines from the pre-colonial period to the present 
Philippines, similar to Imelda's Kasaysayan ng Lahi or “History of the Race” 
production. It seems that the structure of folkdance productions produced in Imelda's 
time somewhat captivated Obusan’s interests in artistic terms. 
In 1986, ROFG was appointed as a resident folkdance company with the 
revision of policies of the CCP after the downfall of Marcos.  According to Obusan, 
there were groups that were removed while others were retained as resident 
companies of the CCP.   His group was taken in as resident folkdance company 
together with such theater groups as Ballet Philippines, Tanghalang Pilipino [Pilipino 
Theater] and Bayanihan, which was still retained.  
The ROFG developed in a totally different historical context with 
different interests from those of Bayanihan.  Obusan claims he took a neutral stance 
Fig.19: Picture of Imelda Marcos in a souvenir program, 1980. With a caption 
stating: “The inspiration and encouraging force behind every Ramon Obusan
Folkloric Group performance.”  
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during the time of Marcos.  He was neither pro-Imelda nor anti-Imelda, but 
somewhere in-between or in a gray zone, and he cleverly reconciled his own artistic 
interest and activities to those of Imelda or the state.  This stance remains unchanged 
even after the group became a state-sponsored folkdance company of the CCP after 
the fall of Marcos, and the group has kept some distance from the state politics.  
Despite its hesitation to becoming involved in national politics, the group is clear 
about its association with the masses.  
 
3. The Home of ROFG 
Ramon Obusan’s two-story ancestral mansion seems out of place in the 
ordinary residential area where sari-sari stores and small food stalls stand side by side 
and stray dogs are wandering about.  His stately home seems too grand for its 
modest urban poor surroundings.  Designed by Obusan himself, the house itself is a 
Spanish-style building which is furnished by his valuable collections gathered through 
years of his research work from all over the Philippines and also from abroad.  Upon 
entering the white porch, one can see the airy, spacious sala, or living room, furnished 
with carved wooden furniture and beyond that, there is a court yard, which was paved 
with red clay tiles.  In the court yard, there live two small eagles that he brought 
back from one of his trips.  Once he had a big lizard, but without my noticing, it had 
at some point become a stuffed animal, which we used as a stage prop after it died.    
The house is quiet on weekdays if there are no rehearsals.  There are a 
few old ladies sewing new costumes (dresses), or some dancers who are living in his 
place doing paper work, making and repairing props, or sorting out costumes.  
However, every weekend, the house suddenly becomes a noisy rehearsal venue and a 
gathering place of members.  Any open space, such as the garage outside, the 
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courtyard and the large sala where furniture are pushed aside, become instant 
rehearsal spaces.  
 
Imagine having to rehearse outside in the heat of the day under some 
coconut trees.  Dancers could often be seen in their rehearsal outfits with bare feet, 
sweating profusely.  No one cares about getting sunburned.  Their attention is 
focused on Obusan’s instruction, although sometimes the group gets distracted by the 
unexpected gift of a ripe coconut falling from above towards Obusan and the dancers.  
Falling coconuts are just one of the natural occupational hazards for folk dancers who 
practice in Obusan’s garden (rabid stray dogs and wild eagles are others).  
On-lookers, from the neighborhood’s kids to the older folk, often gather to watch the 
group’s rehearsal.  Obusan does not drive them away as long as they do not disturb 
the practice sessions but once the crowd gets noisy, he shouts at them without any 
hesitation.  Dress rehearsal is carried out outside without worrying about the 
costumes getting dirty and wet with sweat. On such occasions, when dancers are in 
full costume, vendors and villagers turn up at Obusan’s place turning the place into 
the unique site of a small, spontaneous “fiesta.”  The Ramon Obusan Folkloric 
Group (ROFG) is such a “folksy” folkdance company, so rooted in the community, 
Fig.20: The porch of Obusan’s house (left) and a weekday scene at the house (right). A 




and this often makes me forget about the fact that the group is a resident national 
folkdance company of the prestigious Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP).   
 
4. The ROFG: An “Imagined” Entity  
The ROFG is a conglomerate group which consists of core members 
(20~25 people including musicians), who are so-called “RO dancers,” batang ROFG 
(ROFG kids), and trainee-dancers from other affiliate folkdance groups of the ROFG.  
Interestingly, to the group there is no clear-cut membership.  The group is open to 
everyone who is interested in joining, but there is nothing binding as well, hence you 
can leave the group at anytime you like.  It is all up to you whether you keep or stop 
attending rehearsals, but if you like to join the group, you must be there at every 
rehearsal, without being late, to be recognized as a regular trainee.  In this way, the 
group tests your interests and attitude as well as potential as a dancer, although they 
do not officially hold an audition.  
The core members are those who are accepted by Obusan and senior 
dancers, and stay with the group as a regular member.  Whether you are accepted 
into the group or not largely depends on whether you can adjust to their system and 
get along with other co-dancers whose age-range is wide, from as young as teens to 
Fig.21: A dress rehearsal outdoors. The man with white hair is Obusan (left). 
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those in their 40’s, since the group has no age limit and you can stay with the group as 
long as you like.  What is really unique about the group is that even former RO 
dancers (Obusan’s favorites) who have stopped dancing with the group, are 
occasionally called back to the group.  Even though they've already left, they are still 
considered as part of ROFG, and the current RO dancers thus continuously get in 
touch, and perform, with the former dancers. 
Among RO dancers, there are different levels of expertise and varying 
degrees of loyalty and service to Obusan and the group.  Those who are highly 
qualified are tacitly differentiated from others who do not meet the group’s unspoken 
criteria.  The hierarchy is as follows: 
“Real” ROFG Dancers: In their language they refer to “lutong ROFG” 
which means literally “cooked in ROFG” referring to a dancer that is ROFG-made.  
They also use the term “dugong ROFG” which literally means of ROFG blood.  This 
breed of dancers is differentiated from “fake ROFG” dancers who join the group only 
for a short time in order to put down membership to the group in their résumés.  
Some trainees have been known to have joined the group only to pursue their personal 
professional interests, say for example, in order to increase their chances of getting a 
job as folkdance instructors.  Since the group is open to everyone, various kinds of 
people come and go, and those who fail to prove themselves are considered “fake” 
and differentiated from “Real ROFG dancers.”  Members start out as “ROFG 
trainees,” and only after proving their learning ability, loyalty, and longevity can they 
become legitimate core members or “ROFG dancers.”  
Another category of dancers is the “Batang ROFG” (ROFG kids) which 
was organized by Obusan a few years ago to gather grade-school children living near 
his house.  They are each trained to become a “musician-dancer” who can both 
  
62
dance and play music.  They receive dance training and music lessons almost 
everyday.  Since they are children, they consider rehearsals as part of playing with 
friends after school and they seem to enjoy the learning process.   
The group has provided dance training and other artistic support (for 
example, renting costumes and musician) for school- and community-based folkdance 
companies that have scarce folkdance resources.  Therefore ROFG has a large 
number of affiliate folkdance groups under its wing.  Among those that I would like 
to specially mention here is the folkdance group named Mga Anak ng Inang Daigdig 
(Children of the Mother Earth) which is made up of children of Smokey Mountain, 
who are making a living by scavenging in a huge garbage dump in Manila.65  It was 
organized sometime in the mid-1990’s to raise environmental awareness and call for 
peace. Obusan, who is not concerned about the social standing of his dancers, has 
given training and artistic direction to the children’s group, and even brought them 
into the CCP stage, which used to be a venue reserved only for the elite during the 
Marcos period.  Through performance, Obusan helped to empower those children by 
giving some of them scholarship grants to pursue higher education in order to give 
them opportunities to get out of their world.  Today, Mga Anak ng Inang Daigdig has 
toured around the world and in 2005, they performed at the Nagoya Expo as 
environmental ambassadors of the Philippines, creating a new kind of “dance 
diplomacy” in marked contrast to the Bayanihan’s. 
                                                
65 The Smoky Mountain is officially shut down today, and people once living there 




In this way, the group has established a broad network of folkdance 
groups and when ROFG has performances, the casting is composed of core RO 
dancers as the main performers, with the wide range of dancers from ROFG’s larger 
network being included in the arrangement as well.  The composition of the cast also 
depends on the availability of dancers from affiliate groups.  For big shows such as 
seasonal performances at the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP) which require 
large numbers of dancers, approximately sixty to seventy performers are gathered.  
Although activities of the group are usually done by the core members, the group is 
ideologically a much larger entity and has invisible members behind the scenes, and 
in this sense the group is an “imagined” entity with no clear figures on how many 
members it really has.   
 
5. One Big Family with a Disciplinarian for a Father 
If the membership of the group is so loose, how does such an “imagined” 
entity gather and connect its members?  The group seems to bond through the 
absolute and charismatic presence of Ramon Obusan himself and the sense of 
“family” that the group is built upon.  It is well known that Obusan is a homosexual 
although it is not obvious in his appearance.  He has no children and his dancers are 
like his family.  Officially called Kuya or big brother, or sometimes lovingly called 
Fig.22: RO kids Fig.23: Children of Smokey Mountain 
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“lola” or grandmother among dancers behind his back, Obusan allows dancers to 
freely enter and use his house, and there is space for dancers to live in its dormitories 
if they need lodging.  For each rehearsal, Obusan provides meals and gives 
transportation as many of the poorer dancers do not have spare cash for transport or 
food.  When they arrive at his place, dancers first greet and show respect to Obusan 
in the traditional Filipino way, by “mano” which is performed by taking the back of 
his hand and touching it to one's forehead while bowing.  After one performs the 
mano for Obusan, the other senior dancers are given the same sign of respect as well.   
The mano also serves as a means of checking attendance.  Since Obusan 
considers the group as not only the place to teach dances but also the place to teach 
discipline, he is strict about “rules.”  If you are absent or late for rehearsal, 
reasonable and convincing reasons must be stated to Obusan.  Punctuality is actually 
a given in Japanese society and is natural to me, but among Filipino dancers, in most 
cases, they could not properly justify being late because their reasons were common 
circumstances: being late because of heavy traffic, or oversleeping.  But there were 
other reasons that were hard for me to understand at first, reasons such as “wala 
akong pamasahe” (I had no money for transportation) or “hindi na ako pinayagan ng 
mama ko” (my mom did not allow me to come anymore), although later on I found 
out that these reasons well reflect the hardships in the daily lives of many ordinary 
Filipinos.  However, what was really tragic was when Obusan did not accept reasons 
for being late especially when it was right before an important show or when he was 
unfortunately in a bad mood.  There were times when dancers who were tardy were 
shouted at and driven away in front of the other dancers, and they were not allowed to 
enter the house.  In worst cases, dancers were even removed from the cast, even on 
the day before a show at the CCP.  Obusan would always say, “Walang superstar sa 
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grupong ito!” or “there is no superstar in this group, no one is indispensable!”  And 
so even those dancers who have valid reasons for being late, and even the more 
accomplished senior dancers, are always worried and conscious about Obusan’s 
temper and reactions to tardiness.  If one is often absent or late for rehearsal but 
participates in a show, they are given a sarcastic comment by co-dancer and he will 
say to you: “wow! Superstar!” 
Related to tardiness, Obusan really does not like dancers who are 
“tamad” (lazy) and he forces all the dancers to be involved in the process of a 
folkdance production.  He often distributes various tasks to dancers to be more 
responsible and independent, while cultivating a spirit of working together as one 
family.  Unique to the group, the costumes and props the group uses for seasonal 
performances at the CCP usually amount to three truckloads-full, which dancers 
themselves load and unload.  Two batches of dancers station themselves at Obusan’s 
house and at the CCP to get the transfer done.  The stage is also set up by dancers 
under the instruction of Obusan in cooperation with CCP’s staff.  Almost a whole 
day is spent working on the set up. In contrast, in the case of other resident companies 
of the CCP, things are usually already set up before performers arrive. 
Even during actual performances, it is the dancers themselves who 
execute the strike-in and strike-out of stage sets in between numbers.  Hence, there is 
a casting process of assigning who would be in charge for which sets at every 
strike-in and strike-out, in addition to the casting of dancers for the actual dance 
performances.  It is a very logical strategy to get dancers to be stagehands in the 
sense that dancers better understand the detailed flow of a performance than the 
resident stage crew of the CCP.  It is however, an extra load for the dancers.  New 
trainees who first joined a performance at the CCP often confessed that it was difficult 
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to perform in the group because there are lots of things they have to do by themselves.   
 
Obusan is a kind of “perfectionist” and he was often shouting at and 
scolding dancers during rehearsal when he got angry with those who could not listen 
and perform as he instructed.  Even at the last minute, he often changes his 
choreography until he becomes contented with it, and accordingly dancers must 
flexibly adjust to his instructions.  Obusan’s teaching style is tough for dancers, and I 
wonder why his dancers decide to stay in the group even though they are often 
insulted.  In the first place, Obusan’s dancers, who stay with the group for a long 
time, really love to dance, but another reason is that dancers have established not just 
a director-dancer relationship but a family-like, reciprocal relationship with Obusan or 
other senior dancers of the group.  Even though Obusan is strict in rehearsal, he is a 
funny guy outside rehearsal, and I found out that many RO dancers have a feeling of 
“utang na loob” or a feeling of indebtedness and debt of gratitude towards Obusan 
and members of the group.  Some of them thank Obusan for giving them a chance to 
go abroad or to enjoy a scholarship and other types of financial support from him.  
Since RO is based on the idea of a family, Obusan and members of the group 
financially help each other when the need arises.  Others feel that they owe it to him 
Fig.24: Preparation 
of costumes.  
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or the ROFG’s other dance directors for having brought them up to what they are 
today.  Many of Obusan’s dancers have teaching jobs in schools directing either 
school-based or community-based folkdance groups, and some of them even founded 
their own little dance groups.  They owe to ROFG their livelihood and careers. I, too, 
appreciated that Obusan treated me like other Filipino co-dancers, accepted me as 
“ampon” or adopted child, and gave me various experiences which I would have 
never gained in Japan (in a positive and negative sense). 
Added to these, on those special occasions for members of the group, 
such as weddings, baptisms of newly-born babies, or funerals, the group always tries 
to attend.  Moreover, yearly events and functions such as the birthday party of 
Obusan, the Christmas party, and the anniversary of the group are all planned, 
prepared and carried out by the dancers, and celebrated at Obusan’s house by all the 
members of the group, both current members and alumni, affiliate dance groups, 
production staff of CCP, and Obusan’s siblings and friends.  The longer one stays 
with the group, the deeper one gets involved in the group, and one establishes a closer 
relationship with Obusan and his siblings.  One really gets a sense of belonging to 
the “Obusan family.” 
Such affectionate relationships are what connect RO dancers to the group, 
even though they are not highly paid and could not make a living only by dancing, 
and even though they are shouted at and scolded often.  In my view, the ROFG is a 
group that is very much grounded in Filipino values.  The group is somewhat a 
second home for RO dancers, and that’s why even when a dancer has already left the 






6. Family Affairs: “Favoritism,” Quarrels and Sibling Rivalry  
The family system of ROFG which is based on “personal” relationship 
also means that it easily allows for “favoritism” among those who have power in the 
group such as Obusan, dance directors/masters and other senior dancers.  Becoming 
a favorite is largely derived from one’s talent and potential as a dancer, but sometimes, 
the basis by which one becomes a favorite is not related to merit at all.  If one 
happens to be in the circle of favorites, one could enjoy certain benefits, but if not, 
one might feel some difficulty being in the group.  If one wants to establish a 
favorable status, it is really important to establish a close relationship with those who 
have power and get their guardianship.  The group is very hierarchical in this sense, 
and senior dancers tend to exercise their rights and privileges while younger or newer 
dancers are expected to be obedient to seniors without complaining.   
The favoritism often brings about a form of “sibling rivalry” or jealousy 
among dancers, since those who are favored are given many dance numbers and 
leading roles or given more beautiful costumes and other privileges.  Even among 
dance masters there is competition for Obusan’s attention and trust.  However, 
interestingly, all dancers usually decide to avoid having a quarrel and to keep silent so 
as to maintain the smooth and harmonious relationship in the “family,” although 
sometimes, there are dancers who are on bad terms with each other and are not 
speaking to one another at all.   
 
7. School of living tradition 
Although the ROFG is a theater folkdance group, it has also established a 
unique status as an urban repository of Philippine culture and traditions with a vast 
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amount of cultural knowledge and collections articulated through the group’s 
continuous performances and research.  For more than three decades, the group has 
documented the rituals of more than 50 ethno-linguistic groups and collected valuable 
cultural artifacts.  Obusan has accumulated more than 200 audio and video 
documentations,66 and thus he is often called an “incidental filmmaker” in the field of 
ethnography.  He was even honored at the Mowelfund-initiated film festival 
“Pelikula at Lipunan” (Film and Society) as a filmmaker in 2005.67  The painstaking 
field-research which he has been conducting until recently has resulted in the 
recording of surviving traditions in the provinces, although many of them have more 
or less changed their form since according to the needs of the contemporary world. 
For instance, they are performed in the street-dancing style or in mass-demonstration 
form, or on a stage-setting in regional/local festivals.  ROFG considers such 
contemporary dance traditions as aspects of Filipino culture and, as such, their dance 
productions constantly introduce and include these “new” repertoires to enrich the 
variety of Philippine folkdance. 
The philosophy of the group, as Obusan stresses, is “to research, to share, 
to propagate,” and the group tries to share and disseminate this cultural knowledge 
mainly by means of stage performances and assisting the programs of other, smaller 
folkdance groups.  The group is also committed to giving lecture-demonstrations and 
workshops.  As part of the projects of the CCP or the Philippine Folk Dance Society, 
the group has given five lectures on the theme of Philippine folkdances and traditions 
and has taught school teachers folkdances which they, in turn, teach to their students 
in their schools.  Sometimes, the group gives lecture-demonstrations to school 
                                                
66 Taken from a profile of the group in their souvenir program. 
67 Business World, 20 April, 2005.  
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children at Obusan’s place, by transforming his house into a “living museum.” 
On such occasions, valuable antique collections of Obusan are artistically 
displayed and exhibited in the whole house. Costumes and ornaments of different 
cultural communities are put on mannequins. Various textiles are hung from 
bamboo-pole frames which are casually set up. Musical instruments are displayed. 
And in the garden, small-scale villages are re-produced.  Needles to say, all the 
preparations and decorations are done by dancers themselves with their artistic sense 
and creativity under the direction of Obusan.  Dancers and musicians are often made 
to change into costumes of respective ethnic/cultural communities and assist in the 
lectures of Obusan by demonstrating dance movements and playing musical 
instruments, and answering casual questions from students.  Sometimes, special 
guest performers from remote villages demonstrate some of their traditional ritual 
performances when they happen to be visiting Obusan’s house while students are 









Even though I am Japanese, I was often a part of such lecture- 
demonstrations.  It is interesting to note that on such occasions, my Japanese 
presence in the group, which I have tried to camouflage and disguise when dancing, 
Fig.25: Obusan’s lecture on various textiles.  Fig.26: Burial attires for deceased man of 
Ifugao (left) and tribal attires of Mandaya 
(right). They were exhibited for Obusan’s 
lecture in his house. 
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was conversely emphasized and suddenly acquired a special meaning.  Obusan often 
informed school students that “she is Japanese but she has come to learn about 
Philippine culture” although they did not notice that I was a foreigner until Obusan 
pointed it out in order to arouse their interest and pride in their own culture and 
traditions.  In the group, my identity is “transnational” and transitional, flexible and 
constantly moving, according to the demands of circumstance. 
 
8. Relationship with Local communities  
As previously mentioned, Obusan has established an extensive network 
of contacts with informants from local communities in far-flung areas, through 
decades of field research, and his relationship with them was maintained through the 
years.  Sometime the relationship is more personal, and various ethnic/cultural 
groups such as Kalinga (cordillera), Ifugao (cordillera), Aeta, Yakan (Basilan, Sulu), 
and Maranao (Lanao) visit Obusan’s place in Manila.  Some of them come before 
Christmas to ask him for pamasko, or a Christmas gift, which is usually in the form of 
money, or simply ask for accommodation or lodging while in Manila.  Others bring 
artifacts such as costumes, textiles, ornaments, and other handicrafts to Obusan in 
order to sell or exchange them for school tuition fees or other daily life needs.  I have 
even attended a wake of Obsuan’s friend of the Kalinga tribe (one of his informants) 
in a Kalinga community in Manila. 
Obusan and the group have become involved in several regional/local 
festivals, such as Kaamulan Festival of Bukidnon (Mindanao), Lapay Bantigue 
festival of Masbate (Visayas), and Subli festival of Batangas (Luzon), to name a few.  
Regarded as authorities on Filipino traditions, Obusan or his representatives are 
invited annually as guest-judge for dance competitions or street dancing that are held 
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as part of provincial festivals, and this helps to preserve or maintain “traditional” and 
“unique” forms of local dancing.   
It is worth a mention in passing that the Lapay Bantigue Festival, among 
others, was created after the RFOG staged and popularized the Lapay Bantigue, a 
dance that imitates the movements of lapay or sea gulls from the Bantigue islands in 
Masbate (Fig.27).  The dance, which has as its characteristic movement an 
exaggerated back bend with the head nearly touching the floor, was the unique 
invention of fisher folks in Bantigue.  Originally, it was an improvisational dance 
performed on the spot during a drinking session, but gradually it has become a 
permanent mainstay of local entertainment.  When Obusan researched this dance, 
there were only a few people who knew how to perform it, and the dance was almost 
dying out. But after it was restaged by the group, the dance gained nation-wide 
popularity and is now at the center of the annual Lapay Bantigue Festival.   
 
Even in the theater, it seems that the group is somehow connected with 
local communities.  In the Vamos ‘06 production, the group presented a special suite 
entitled “New Works: Rising from the Ashes,” which was added to the program at the 
Fig.27: Lapay Bantigue dance. (Source: Alejandro and Santos-Gana. Sayaw.) 
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last minute,68 after a disastrous typhoon hit the Bicol region and left behind huge 
damage and a large number of causalities just before Christmas, which was supposed 
to be merry.  The Bicol region, from where Obusan hails, has provided the group 
with several versions of colorful pastores, a Christmas shepherds’ dance, and as a 
tribute to the people of the region, in 2006 the group performed their pastores on their 
behalf, some of which were newly staged and came from the place that was buried by 
the typhoon.  This indicates that the group’s performance is not totally separated 
from the native people in the field, and especially for this suite, I witnessed the 
moment that traditions were unexpectedly interrupted by a natural force, and our 
group’s performance gained deeper meaning and significance in terms of the 
preservation of local culture.  
Obusan’s relationship with local communities is quite good and healthy 
as far as I know, but I heard from Obusan himself that a controversial issue was 
brought up when he was nominated for the 2006 National Artist Award.  The story 
went back to the time when Obusan conducted research with Lucrecia Urtula of the 
Bayanihan.  The research team offered a pictorial session with a local community, 
and Obusan suggested the idea of taking pictures of the dancers performing in a 
“natural environment” on a field surrounded by lots of green.  However, it was said 
that the local community preferred to have their pictures taken on a stage and reacted 
against Obusan by naming him “sadist.”  This story indicates that local 
communities possibly desire to perform on constructed stages and to be represented 
beautifully, which to some extent contradicts the “purist” kind of authenticity that 
Obusan espouses. 
The desire to perform on a “proper stage” is illustrated by another 
                                                
68 For detailed dance repertoire, see Appendix I. 
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example.  For one performance, the ROFG invited a Kalinga dancer to perform a 
burial ritual called “Dawak” at the CCP.  It had been pre-arranged that she would be 
called up on stage to join the encore line as a special guest, but unfortunately, she 
was not called upon as promised, as it was somehow overlooked.  This oversight 
hurt her and she refused to participate in the following performances.  She was 
fortunately coaxed and persuaded to perform again, and was promised that she 
would be acknowledged properly at the end of the show.  As her name was called at 
the finale, she proudly appeared on stage, waving her hand enthusiastically to the 
audience, obviously basking in their applause.  She dressed more extravagantly and 
emphasized her make-up, and waved in a prolonged and deliberate fashion, with her 
face registering deeply felt joy. 
The ROFG could be seen as a “multi-functional” and also 
“social-oriented” group in the sense that the group tries to work for and with society 
and the masses at a practical level in the promotion of Philippine folkdance, and thus 
all kinds of people constantly visit Obusan’s place for various purposes.  For this 
reason, the group is often associated with “grass-roots” organizations.  As we have 
seen, the group is not only a performing arts group, which limits its activities within 
the confines of the theater stage, but plays multiple roles such as a school of 
discipline, a repository of Philippine “folk” knowledge, a cultural hub and network 
of urban folkdance groups, a training ground for dancers, teachers and musicians, 
and a cultural organization that provides support to marginalized youth.  It is a 
family, not only of ROFG dancers, but a larger imagined community of Filipino folk 
(and the occasional Japanese who embraces Filipino-ness), who come from near and 




Dancing Side by Side:  
The Bayanihan and ROFG Compared and Contrasted 
 
Today, the Bayanihan and Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group (ROFG) 
present different artistic styles and the two oppositional trends they represent have 
added new dynamics and tension to the field of Philippine folkdance where the 
Bayanihan style once held dominance.  ROFG’s style is often interpreted as posing a 
challenge to Bayanihan’s “hegemony” and this often leads to the comparison of the 
two folkdance companies.  Obusan has this to say: “There could be no comparison 
[with Bayanihan], because we are running at different levels.  There should be no 
comparison, kasi nga (because), one is folkloric [art] and one is staged [art].”  
Indeed, they differentiate themselves from each other and view Philippine folkdance 
performance from different perspectives. 
 
1. Staged Art: The “Stylized” Performances of the Bayanihan  
Bayanihan dancers appear at their performance venues in smart uniforms: 
a shirt (which is color-coded every time) and a black skirt sometimes with scarves for 
females; a shirt (also color-coded) and black pants sometimes with neck ties for males.  
Their dignified outfits and the professional aura their group projects even before a 
performance visually sets them apart from other performers, and I have to confess that 
I secretly envy them.   
Bayanihan’s performances are compact, beautiful, and cleanly 
choreographed and executed.  Dancers are carefully screened and selected to 
conform with the company’s standard in terms of height (at least 5’4’’for female, and 
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5’8’’ for male), body shape, skin complexion, age (15-23 years old), and facial 
features (meaning they must be beautiful).  When the similarity in physique is 
combined with their uniform movements and costumes, and their precision on stage, a 
visually appealing image is created.  Since their choreography has been 
“balleticized,” to borrow the term of Shay,69 the dancer’s body is always pulled up, 
the chin is also kept up, and the toes are frequently pointed, and their graceful body 
lines emphasize refined and flawless movements.   
The company has sought to consistently execute exciting and thrilling 
performances to attract an international audience used to seeing sophisticated and 
entertaining theater productions.  Dance movements and music are orchestrated with 
strategic dynamics that highlights climactic points, and ultimately leads to a dramatic 
ending.  The dance and music are re-arranged to perfectly match each other.  
Simple dance movements in the field are re-choreographed, so they may be elaborated 




                                                
69 Shay, 2002:15.  
Fig.28: Bayanihan Dancers (Photos by Bayanihan)
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1.1. The Banga Dance of the Kalinga 
Take, for example, the Banga, a courtship dance of the Kalinga.  The 
number of banga, or clay pots, which are carried and balanced on the head of a 
principal female dancer, is increased from one clay pot to eleven or twelve pots.  To 
raise the level of excitement, the pots are piled up on stage before the audience, and 
the dancers with piled pots execute quick footwork round and round the stage while 
balancing the tower of pots on their heads.  Once I watched a dancer slip on stage, 
and I gasped as it happened, for the drama created by the performance was quite 
engaging indeed. The dancer fortunately did not fall onto the floor. Actually, she could 
not have allowed herself to drop the tower of banga, because if she did, the audience 
would discover that the pots are “fake.”  The Bayanihan has designed lighter pots so 
that dancers can carry many of them on their heads.  In the original context, only one 
or two pots are used because they are very heavy and the dancer's neck can only take 
so much weight.  In ROFG performances, only one or two pots are used, following 
the logic of the original context.  However, most folkdance companies in the country 
and abroad follow Bayanihan’s style of Banga, and the image of dancers with 
towering layers of pots (albeit fake) on their heads has become an icon of Philippine 
folkdance.   
 
Fig.29: The Bayanihan’s version of Banga dance
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The Bayanihan’s work, as Lucrecia Kasilag, a music director of the 
company, stated, is “an artistic and creative ensemble in its own right,” although it is 
often confusingly interpreted as presenting “indigenous” dances and repertoire.70  On 
this point, she drew an analogy with the genre of what Agnes Locsin of Ballet 
Philippines called “neo-ethnic” ballet, which adapted ethnic materials and elements 
into modern ballet. 71   As regards the neo-ethnic trend, Obusan positively 
commented: “Folkdances and traditional dances can be preserved in their own way.  
To the very creative mind, however, they can be seen from a different angle.  The 
creative mind is able to extract from the original a new form…... [to] create 
something else….”72  In neo-ethnic ballet, the essential features of original folk and 
traditional dances are transformed into a different form of dance, re-created into a 
“neo” original choreography, and are no longer preserved in “their own way.”  The 
concept of “originality” or “artistry” in re-creating a “new” thing in reference to 
traditional cultures is an important notion in the neo-ethnic trend, and as Kasilag 
remarked, Bayanihan is somewhat closer to the neo-ethnic trend than ROFG.73   
Bayanihan situates its folkdance performance in the sphere of “art 
practice” which is largely shaped by the western notion of “art.”  Hence, its manner 
of presentation is comparable to ethnographic objects being displayed in an art 
museum, while disregarding Filipino or Asian (in a larger sense) values and the 
context of dance.  A dance is beautifully interpreted, restaged and presented for its 
artistic and entertainment quality and detached from the larger cultural context and 
functions of the dance.  Local traditional cultures and folkdances become regarded 
                                                
70 Ness, 1997:86.  
71 “Neo-ethnic” ballet is originated in “Folkloric ballet” of Leonor Orosa Goquingco.   
72 Ness 1997: 83.  
73 Ness, 1997:86.  
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as raw materials for the production of uniquely “Filipino” art work.  
 
1.2. The Singkil Dance of the Maranao: Bayanihan Version 
One good example of the “artistic and creative ensemble” of local 
movements into a unique art work is the dance Singkil, which is named after the brass 
anklets used in the original dance.  The Singkil is one of Bayanihan’s signature 
dances derived from the Maranao, a Mindanao Muslim ethnoliguistic group.  This is 
a dance of a prince and a princess weaving in and out crisscrossed bamboo poles that 
are clapped in syncopated rhythm while the man manipulates a sword and shield and 
the woman artfully twirls a pair of fans.  In the original context, it was performed 
only by women, with the principal dancer being of royal blood.  She is supported by 
her attendants, one of whom holds an umbrella over the princess’ head, while the 
other women clap a set of crisscrossed bamboo poles. 
The Singkil was first researched by Hoffer together with Lucrecia Urtula, 
a dance director of Bayanihan in the mid-1950’s, who became the first Singkil dancer 
in dance groups of the Philippine Women’s University even before the Bayanihan was 
so named.  According to Hoffer, the original dancer of Singkil, Princess Tarhata 
Alonto of Lanao, manipulated three fans for each hand.74  Later on, the dance was 
set into a storyline based on an episode of the Darangan epic: Bantugan, a Maranao 
prince, who is noted for his amorous exploits, is finally captivated by the lovely 
princess Gandingan whom he pursues in courtship.  But the diwata, or guardian 
spirits, that hover over the forest, in order to punish Bantugan for his erstwhile 
philanderings, beset his path with difficulties, causing a heaving of the earth and 
                                                
74 Personal interview with Hoffer, July 2003.  
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clashing of rocks that hinder his pursuit of the princess (Bayanihan’s interpretation75).  
In this rendering, the prince has a contingent of male warriors/assistants (counterparts 
of the princess’s court ladies) that serve as background fan dancers who simulate the 
waves of the sea with their movements.  According to Trimillos, the fan dance is an 
incursion from another dance of a different Muslim group, allegedly the 
Daling-daling from the Tausug of Sulu archipelago.76  All these different elements, 
the original all-woman Singkil dance, the Darangan epic, and the Daling-Daling fan 
dance, have been incorporated into the Bayanihan Singkil which is now the more 
recognized, iconic, and popular Sinkgil dance, with the original Singkil being far less 
known in comparison. 
 
As seen above, the famous Singkil is an original artistic invention of 
Bayanihan, which is quite different from the original.  However, due to its novelty 
and popularity, many urban folkdance companies make it a central piece in their 
                                                
75 To note, there are several interpretations for the Singkil. Obusan’s version of 
Singkil is interpreted as a wedding dance performed with a brief ritual at the 
beginning. The Singkil of Philippine Barangay Folkdance Troupe which is based on 
Aquino’s research, portrays a prince dancing with scarves instead of a sword and 
shield.  For Aquino’s interpretation of Singkil, refer to Philippine Folk Dance, Vol.5, 
pp.101. 
76 Trimillos 1988:110.  




dance repertoire.  As a result of the constant public display, not only the Singkil but 
other innovative dances of Bayanihan as well, have hardened into a tradition. What 
was an “invented tradition” has now, over time, obtained the status of “national” 
culture as the youth in schools (from elementary to college levels) have consistently 
performed these dances over the last few decades.  It has been nearly half a century 
since the Bayanihan introduced and successfully propagated their dances.     
Bayanihan’s dance repertoire is largely based on the extensive body of 
research by Aquino on lowland Christian dances from the 1930’s, and the Bayanihan’s 
own intensive research on ethnic dances (Cordillera, Muslim and Lumad) in the 
1950’s-60’s.  From this early research base, the company has developed its dance 
compositions, which are performed until today.  In this sense, Bayanihan’s works 
might refer to “historically” the most “traditionalist” form of dance, which is one kind 
of “authenticity” that Trimillos pointed out.77  Its “new” works today are also 
re-produced by re-choreographing the classical, or original, Bayanihan dance 
repertoire of Urtula, the first dance director.  However, its “creative” and 
“modernized” output of folkdances seems to be going in new directions. 
Recently, ever since the Bayanihan’s artistic leadership was transferred to 
the second generation in the mid-1990’s, the company has shown its “changed and 
changing identity,” to borrow the terms of Trimillos,78 which indicates a departure 
from the previous Bayanihan.  As Helena Benitez, the founder of Bayanihan stated:  
Bayanihan has both to remain constant and to change and adapt.  It has to 
remain constant and true to its mission of showcasing the best of Philippine 
culture and artistry.  But it has to do this by making the changes needed to 
meet the preference, expectations and requirements of an audience of a 
different century, an audience nurtured in high technology and the 
                                                
77 Trimillos,1995:31.  
78 Taken from a review by Trimillos of Bayanihan's performance in Hawaii in 2001, 
which appeared in “Bayanihan déjà vu” written by Belinda Aquino for Philippine 
Inquirer (19 Dec. 2001)  
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information age.79  
The company began to experiment with the modern approach to its 
choreography, production design, costuming and over-all concept presenting 
Hollywood-like stage effects and introduced new technology such as projected images, 
lasers, and computers to their productions to keep up with the world trend of theater 
arts and to reach the younger generation.  Added to these, acrobatic and gymnastic 
movements were also incorporated to heighten excitement.   
 
1.3. The Maglalatik Dance: Bayanihan’s Treatment 
One of the iconic dances of Philippine folk dance is the Maglalatik, a 
popular number of the Rural dance suite. It is a unique dance that involves male 
dancers with coconuts shells attached to various parts of their bodies, which are 
tapped by shells in their hands the beat of music while vigorously dancing.  The 
dance is fun and exciting because of the quick movement of the hands from the 
clicking on shells strapped to the knee, then to the hips, the chest, and the shoulder 
blades, in rapid succession.  The accompanying clicking sound adds a festive flavor 
to the experience. 
The Bayanihan decided to heighten the excitement even further.  Unlike 
the typical entrance for Maglalatik, which involves male dancers cheerfully entering 
the stage as a group, the Bayanihan version starts dramatically: A solo male dancer 
stands on the dark stage with a spotlight on him. He starts clicking coconut shells in 
slow motion and in silence without any music accompaniment, and then he gradually 
increases his tempo, eventually clicking faster and faster, until the rest of the dancers 
accompanied by lively music burst into the stage.  The transitions from silence to 
                                                
79 Taken from the souvenir program 
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lively music, from darkness to a bright stage, and from a lone dancer moving slowly 
to a larger group moving vigorously, achieve a dramatic and captivating theater 
experience.       
 
1.4. Bayanihan’s Contemporary Sayaw sa Bangko 
Another example is Sayaw sa Bangko, a dance performed by a couple on 
a bench.  The original version was danced on only one wooden bench, about two feet 
high and eight inches wide.  The benches are typical furniture pieces associated with 
the lower classes, simply constructed, not ornately designed, and used in daily life 
both indoors and outdoors.  A couple stands atop the bench and would change places 
either by passing one another through the narrow width of the bench, or with the man 
supporting the woman as she jumps across.  The man also twirls the woman around, 
and the dance is quite exciting because of the festive music, the lively movements, 
and the display of balance and skillful partnering of the couple.  The Bayanihan 
heightened the excitement of this dance with their recent re-choreography, which 
involves dancing on top of a pyramid of seven benches arranged to achieve a height 
of four levels, with dancers jumping artfully up and down several levels or jumping 
on, and over, benches in an exciting acrobatic display that requires balance, grace, 







Fig.31: The Bayanihan’s version of




With its innovative and creative performances, Bayanihan has 
continuously represented Filipino “world-class” artistry to the outside world.  If you 
look into the souvenir programs of the Bayanihan, you would see the brilliant 
achievements of the company for the past few decades.  Starting from its initial 
triumph at the Brussels Expo in 1958, the company describes itself as the “first” 
Filipino group that performed at the Winter Garden Theater in Broadway (1969), the 
“first” non-American dance company to perform at the New York State Theater of the 
Lincoln Center for the performing arts (1964), the “first” cultural group to perform in 
Russia (1967) and in China (1976) after the Cold War; the “first” Filipino dance group 
to perform at the Epcot Center in Disneyworld, Florida (2000); and the “only” 
Filipino dance company to receive the Ramon Magsaysay award for international 
understanding (1965).   
To mention its most recent achievement in 2005, the Bayanihan won the 
Gold Temple Award at the “50th Festival Internationale del Folklore” and the “60th 
Sagra del Mandorio in Fiore” held in Agrigento, Sicily where one of their dancers also 
received the Primavera trophy for outstanding beauty, grace and intelligence.  
Bayanihan has also proved valuable in the contemporary art market, or culture 
industry, and supplies the demand of the international culture market.  With many 
“first” achievements in the international scene, the company emphasizes its prominent 
status and distinctive identity.   
  
2. Oppositional voices 
Behind such international achievements, it is nevertheless a fact that there 
is also criticism at home regarding Bayanihan’s artistic style.  In the Centennial year 
of 1998, Bayanihan was designated by the government as the Philippine “National” 
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Folkdance Company, in recognition of its pioneering role in presenting and 
researching Philippine folkdance.  This was supposed to encourage the resurgence of 
nationalist sentiments, but instead, a reaction against this bill came up, calling it “a 
most injudicious and injurious hegemonic move against the creative nature and future 
of Philippine dance.”80  The argument brought up by the Dance Committee of the 
National Commission for Culture and Arts (NCCA) and others, including 
representatives of ethnic cultural communities was, first and foremost, that dances of 
the Bayanihan “no longer honestly represent the cultures of peoples of the different 
regions.”81  According to Villaruz, the bill, which was solely proposed by the 
Department of Education, Culture and Sports, and approved without much 
consultation and discussion with other cultural institutions such as the NCCA, did not 
“quote reviews beyond 1973 to back up the recommendation of Bayanihan as the 
national company.”  Proponents of the bill did not take into account the bias of the 
people who recommended the Bayanihan, for many of them were alumni of 
Bayanihan, or ardent admirers of the group.  Also, the basis of the bill centered on 
Bayanihan's achievements and contributions prior to the 1973, with little attention 
given to the present state and changing discourse in the field of Philippine folkdance, 
after the Marcos period, or in other words, after the emergence of the ROFG.    
Such criticism against Bayanihan on the issue of cultural responsibility 
began to appear in the 1990’s,82 and this might be an indication of the shifting 
discourse from the time that the novelty and nobility of Bayanihan performance was 
                                                
80  Villaruz. “Controversial bill to name ‘national’ folk dance company in the 
Philippines,” Dance Magazine, August, 1998.  
81 Villaruz, 1998.  
82 The earliest criticism against Bayanihan that I could find was made by Sionil Jose 
in a newspaper article “Beyond Bayanihan”, Sunday Chronicle, 3 Apr. 1994.  He 
commented that “maybe it’s time for Bayanihan to go beyond present fakery.”   
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positively supported by urban Filipinos.  Consequently, Bayanihan has inevitably 
come into conflict with the new, current counter-discourse of folkdance performance 
and has generated criticisms especially from ethnic minority groups as well as a small 
circle of dance scholars and newspaper critics.   
Recently, in 2006, there was a reaction against Bayanihan’s performance 
in Iligan city, Mindanao that appeared in newspapers83 and brought some tension 
among professional folkdance companies including Obusan’s.  The article made use 
of such harsh terms as “bastardization,” “commercialization,” “self-indulgent 
artistry,” “theatrics as an end,” and “misrepresentation,” and pointed out the 
company’s “lack of circumspection in their stylization” of their Mindanao dance 
suites, which served to falsify information on the different cultures of Mindanao 
ethnic groups.  It accused Bayanihan of a lack of “credibility” and “artistic 
responsibility” even though they are the National Folkdance Company, while 
Mindanao theater groups try to “re-tell indigenous stories not only to promote respect 
for these peoples but to help them in ‘their struggle against constant threats of 
extinction.’”    
As pointed out in the article, local ethnic communities have a problem 
with the way Bayanihan represents and obscures their ethnic identity and traditional 
cultures.  Costume or traditional attire, for example, especially for ethnic groups 
from the Cordillera, Muslim, and Lumad groups, is an important surface marker to 
claim their distinctive culture and ethnic identity, and spectators usually identify a 
dance with a certain cultural community through the clothing. Bayanihan costumes 
however, even for renditions of “ethnic” dances, are re-designed traditional costumes, 
                                                
83 Godinez-Ortega. “Bayanihan dance troupe a hit in Iligan.” Philippine Daily 
Inquirer. 19 June 2006.  
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reworked into fashionable costumes with outstanding color combinations and 
exaggerated ethnic motifs and symbols.  Although they retain the basic contour and 
appearance, the significant cultural symbols or icons are manipulated in ways that 
depart from those of the people they try to represent.  For example, one kind of 
malong, or a tube-skirt, of Maranao people, called malong a landap (Fig.32), has a 
vertical band of embroidery decoration as a major design.  In their culture, this 
decorative part must be at the back, since in their view, beauty must not be shown off. 
The Bayanihan, however, shows off the design in front.   
 
Another example is the use of sarimanok (Fig.33), literally meaning 
“artificial manok (rooster)” since it has the features of a rooster but has no life.  
According to Madale,84 it is a totem bird of Maranao and originally used as a 
“bridge” between the seen (living Maranaos) and the unseen (spirits) that the Maranao 
invoke in a number of rituals.  The fish on the beak of the sarimanok represents the 
food that is served to the unseen benevolent spirits in the ritual stage.  It is usually 
used as an important component of the Maranao set of flags called “isa ka labo-ai,” 
                                                
84 Madale, Nagasura. “The Maranao Flags.” In Hamilton, Roy (ed). From the 









and as such, it perches on the tallest bamboo pole together with the other royal flags.  
However, in the Bayanihan repertoire, the sarimanok makes its appearance on the 
head of the Singkil princess although it is originally never used in such a way.   
Regarding dance movements, the Bayanihan illustrates the concept of 
what Shay called “essentialization,” which refers to a manner of generalizing or 
reducing unique locality and identity of regional cultures to represent one 
essentialized nation or single national character.85  The balletization of local dances 
means to reduce, or mute, the uniqueness of dance movements particular to certain 
ethnic/cultural groups, and standardizes them into balletic movements.  This 
balletization would pose only minor problems for Christian “folk” dances since they 
are western-derived and are adaptable to balletic form without producing a big 
difference, but it would be a serious problem for non-Christian “ethnic” groups that 
have their own aesthetics and dance styles different from those of Christianized 
Filipinos. 
Take, for example, the Pangalay dance of Sulu.  The skillful movements 
of the hands and arms which have diverse basic patterns and nuanced tenderness of 
movement, when balleticized become reduced to simple, large circular movements 
that are sharply executed with disruptive accents.  Hence it becomes a totally 
different dance from the original: the essence and uniqueness of the dance is lost; the 
nuanced and minute movements are made bigger; and the distinctiveness of the 
Pangalay is engulfed by the form of ballet.  This makes ethnic minority groups feel 
that their traditional cultures are adulterated or prostituted without any respect.   
Local communities assume that the folkdance performance of Bayanihan 
or other urban folkdance companies that represent local traditions of their cultural 
                                                
85 Shay, 2002:14-16.  
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“others” on their behalf should ethically have responsibility for faithful representation.  
In response to criticism, the Bayanihan claims that the group has been “sincere in its 
efforts to present to the Filipino people our culture through dance, color and 
direction” but “it is [likewise] important to sustain the Bayanihan for different 
audiences and new generations of Filipinos.”86 
As Trimillos states “the nation must establish for itself an internally 
[nationally/locally] satisfactory and externally [internationally] viable identity” by 
establishing a dialogue between the local/regional and the national,87 but in this 
respect, Bayanihan failed to perform its task to mediate between the “national” and 
local “ethnic” identity of Filipinos.  As we have seen, folkdances of Bayanihan are 
still identifiable to a certain ethnic community through cultural symbols and icons so 
that they can somewhat claim authenticity, but Bayanihan uses those symbols and 
icons in an inappropriate manner.  In consequence, this provides and disseminates 
inaccurate cultural knowledge and misrepresentation about Filipino local cultures.  It 
would be a sensitive issue for those ethnic minority groups, since their ethnic identity 
is largely shaped by folkdance performances of authoritative folkdance companies 
such as the Bayanihan, and their traditional cultures are being preserved in a manner 
chosen at the national center, a manner that is different from how they experience 
their own tradition.  Although they are being incorporated into the program of 
Philippine folkdance, or in other words, the framework of the nation and of national 
identity, “ethnic” cultural minority groups, particularly the Muslim groups, feel 
excluded or ill-treated because of the way they are represented by metropolitan 
folkdance companies.  In this respect, the novelty and nobility of the Bayanihan may 
                                                
86 Taken from an interview of Suzie Benitez, an executive director of Bayanihan, 
done by Godinez-Ortega for Inquirer (19 June 2006).  
87 Trimillos, 1985:103-104.  
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be appreciated by an international audience and by urban Filipinos, but their 
performances may not always be as appreciated by the folk in provinces.  
Obusan’s folkdance productions could possibly be an alternative 
representation that mediates between the “national” and “ethnic” identity, by being 
“true” to original dance movements, music, costumes and even context of local 
traditional cultures, since the group defines itself as “folkloric.”  As a former 
Bayanihan, Obusan acknowledged the great artistic and international achievement of 
Bayanihan for the last few decades, and he was actually very proud of being a 
Bayanihan dancer (and it is interesting to note that, as a general tendency, Bayanihan 
alumni often associate the recent negative aspects of the company to today’s 
Bayanihan and not to “their” old Bayanihan which is remembered as a “glorious” 
national emblem.)  However, in Obusan’s view traditional cultures of Filipinos are 
not mere objects that serve as raw material for creative art work, but main “subjects” 
and art work worth preserving in themselves.  They must therefore not be prostituted 
in the name of theatricality.  But the problem is also on the side of audiences that 
lack proper cultural knowledge on regional cultures other than their own.  Hence, 
although Bayanihan tends to look outward to keep up with the world trend of theater 
to sustain the interest of its audiences, ROFG, in contrast, tries to train its mainly 
Filipino audiences to know and distinguish between what is “theatrical” and what is 
“close to the original” as well as to re-shape their aesthetic sense and values so that 
they may understand and appreciate their own culture. 
 
3. The “Folkloric” Style of Obusan 
In 1989, the ROFG group premiered its first original production, 
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“RITWAL: Rare and Unpublished,”88 a collection of little-known rituals of both 
Christian and indigenous Filipinos. In this performance, Obusan brought onto the 
stage the whole process of a wedding ritual of the Ifugao, a Cordillera Mountain tribe, 
to the extent of bringing in Ifugao people as performers.  This was a very simple 
presentation without any theatrical spectacle, apart from the “bloody” killing of 
chickens perhaps, but “authentic” elements were condensed into just 10-12 minute 
performances, enough to provide a picture of the ritual and its context. 
 
3.1. Intaneg: The Ifugao wedding ritual 
Obusan appeared on the stage in white T-shirt and jeans with waist pouch, 
which was his usual style when doing his research, and gave a brief speech about the 
performance.  After the red curtain was raised, Obusan went straight to the stage 
where a scene of the Ifugao community unfolded before the audience.  Then he sat 
next to an actual Ifugao old lady who began to chant and he pointed his lapel mike to 
her.  After the chanting, he moved to the mumbaki, or male Ifugao shamans, who 
started initiating the Ifugao wedding ritual called “Intaneg,” at the center stage.  
Before two mumbaki, a live chicken struggling with its feet bound, was prepared for 
the ritual.  While Obusan’s dancers, who were disguised as Ifugao villagers, were 
curiously observing it, a mumbaki grasped the neck of chicken, and cut it with a knife 
to squeeze the blood out of its body into a bowl.  Then, its feathers were all stripped 
away by hand, and the skin-bared chicken was finally burned.  With a signal from 
the mumbaki, a feast followed. Everybody on stage, including Obusan, started 
dancing around an Ifugao bride and groom making a big circle. (The bride and groom 
were distinguished from other Ifugaos by of their head ornaments; for the groom it 
                                                
88 See appendix D for the complete repertoire of the Ritwal. 
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was the kango hornbill with white feathers, and for the bride it was a dingdong brass 
statuette89 with long strings of white beads.)  There wasn’t any fixed sequence of 
dance movements, and dancers just followed a leader in the circle. 
The “chicken” reminded me of my friend who watched the group’s 
performance in the 1980’s (it was probably this show) and told me that she was 
surprised to see a chicken struggling with its neck being cut.  This might be quite 
shocking to the eyes of an urban audience used to watching “beautiful” and 
“sanitized” folkdance performances.  I recall being personally startled at the sight of 
Obusan on the “formal” and dignified stage of the CCP in just ordinary clothes, and 
this clearly showed the group’s orientation and direction.   
If the presentational style of the Bayanihan is like an art-museum, the 
ROFG displays an “ethnographic-presentation” that tries to re-present “authentic” 
Filipino traditional culture and aesthetics from various aspects of culture such as 
dance, music and clothing, based on anthropological research.  The characteristics of 
the “folkloric” style of performance, in contrast to Bayanihan’s style, are: the 
extensive use of “actual” dance movements along with the “original” music and 
costumes; the re-contextualization of dance events; and different criteria for the 
selection of dancers.   
 
4. Close to the Original: Learning “Actual” Dance Movements 
The dance movements of ROFG are based on “actual” dance steps and 
body movements of local performers.  The group carefully imitates the movements 
by not only looking at patterns of dance steps and hand/arm movements of the 
original, but also trying to capture the posture and attitude of the local performers for 
                                                
89 A small human-like figure made of brass. 
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renditions that are “close to the original.”  This over-all movement unit is what the 
group calls “basic,” and each dance number has its respective “basic” movement that 
reflects the uniqueness or “otherness” of that particular local tradition and culture.  
The proper execution of these basics is what the group emphasizes above all.  
Obusan and dance masters keep their eyes on dancers, especially trainees, so that they 
will not add extra and exaggerated movements. ROFG dancers are taught to embody 
“natural” grace as exhibited by local performers.  
The mastering of these different basics, or the conscious imitation of the 
original, means to acquire “new cultural construct[s]” through the process of what 
Ness calls “atonement” or “at-one-ment,” a reconciliation of oneself and one’s body 
with another's style of being and doing,90 and this results in reconstructing a dancer’s 
body into a flexible “multi-kinetic body.”91  Dancers are trained to control their body 
differently according to what dances they are going to perform, and they must change 
their personality accordingly.  When dancing, a dancer is not the ordinary “self” of 
everyday life, but “another-self” who projects someone else, embodying the “real” 
culture-bearers who own the traditions and cultures that the group tries to represent.  
One of my most challenging learning experiences involved portraying the role of a 
Babaylan, a powerful shaman priestess possessed by spirits, and it required me to 
internalize a personality so far removed from my personal experience. 
 
 
                                                
90 Ness, 1992:1-11.  
91 I borrow the term from Trimillos, who commented on the kinetic ability of 
Obusan’s dancers when he observed their performance in Hawaii in March, 2006 
(Star Bulletin). Trimillos followed Bayanihan since 1960’s, and he mentioned about 
lack of “kinetic accent” of urban folkdance companies in his work “Changes in 
Philippine Dance Performance” (1985).  
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4.1. The Inim Ritual of the Tagbanua: Learning to move like a Babaylan 
When I played the role of babaylan, or female shaman in a healing ritual 
called Inim of the Tagbanua people, I faced some difficulty with internalizing the 
character into my body.  Obusan first explained to me the role that I was to play, the 
powers, and hence movements, of the babaylan that were different from the “normal” 
movements of commoners.  She performs several trance dances using various hand 
props, and these dances vary from gentle to violent depending upon the spirit that 
possesses her.  The whole process is like this: I stand at the center of a circle of other 
dancers who play the role of mothers asking for help to heal their sick babies.  First, 
I start dancing gently the way I saw an old lady do before in trance, with fluttering 
bundles of ugsang, or dried buri leaves. Then I start to perform the first trance dance 
with white plates on my hands.  Then, I balance a real sword on the head, being 
possessed by a male spirit, and then fight against evil spirits using the sword and 
shield like a man.  (Other dancers were so afraid about being injured by the real 
sword I used.)  After that, I change my character to balance delicate porcelain bowls 
on my head and hands.  Finally, I am to be possessed by the mighty god, 
Maguindusa, who is coming down from the sky on a mythical boat guided by 
candle-lighted bamboo poles, 92  and at the end of the whole ritual, I drink a 





                                                
92 In this part, I was supposed to get on a swing and pump it, but because of a 









Obviously, the movement of babaylan was beyond my imagination for it 
was something truly outside of my personal experience.  To get some idea, I later 
watched a research video of Obusan to learn how a real babaylan performed this ritual.  
While I was dancing as instructed, Obusan pointed out that my movement was so 
“learned,” saying that I unconsciously balanced the position of my hands in space and 
my movement was predictable.  For instance, if I put my right hand upward and right, 
my left hand would automatically go downward and left, and this is not natural.  He 
did not like such learned, mechanical movements and he urged me to be more creative 
in mind and movement because I was to represent an “uncommon” character. 
Added to this, Obusan also told me to always remember that a babaylan 
was an old lady and thus my basic movement should be “matanda” or old-lady-like 
dancing.  In other worlds, I had to perform those trance dances from the standpoint 
of an old lady, and it was really a challenge for me to acquire and embody “another” 
personality.  As my co-dancers also said, “dapat mag-wala ka sa saliri mo (you need 
to loosen control of yourself), kasi hindi ka Bayanihan! (because you are not a 
Bayanihan [dancer]!).”  I struggled to perform from the standpoint of the real 
babaylan.  My trial-and-error rehearsal naturally took quite long time and I am still 
not sure if I have internalized the character of the babaylan well enough to perform 
the character to Obusan’s satisfaction.   
Fig.34: A Babaylan of Tagbanwa, Palawan
(Source: Alejandro, Philippine Dance) 
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As Ness states, the process of mastering dance movements of “other” 
cultures is something like an ethnographic process93 to explore and understand those 
cultures from their points of view. In this sense, the idea of a “folkloric” performance, 
as I perceived and understood it through my experience, involves an attitude of seeing 
and performing “other” cultures from the “other’s” perspective and not from “ours” in 
order to understand them with appreciation and respect.  Dancers who are called 
“malandi” in the group’s context are those who have acquired this idea and could 
unconsciously embody it in their body movements and expression.    
It is not just the dances movements that must be understood, but also the 
way in which musical instruments are used, their sense of rhythm and tempo, and 
even the ways in which they handle clothing and manipulate props must be taken into 
consideration. Obusan is very conscious of, and sensitive to, being “close to the 
original” in as many aspects as possible, because music, costume and movement are 
inextricably linked.  
 
5. Learning the Local Ways of Using Music and Costumes 
The music used by ROFG are the original compositions used by local 
performers following the original tempo without putting any dramatic dynamics such 
as starting with slower tempo and becoming faster towards the end.  For ethnic 
dances, different musical instruments particular to a certain dance are properly used.  
Even in the same Muslim groups, for example, there are instruments used differently 
according to the practice of respective ethno-linguistic groups.  A basic Kulingtang 
ensemble of instruments would then be used differently depending on what dance is 
                                                
93 Ness, 1992:3.  
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being performed. 94   The musical instruments used by ROFG are the original 
collections of Obusan, and some of them are valuable pieces that have become quite 
rare and hard to get nowadays.  Likewise, costumes, hair and body accessories and 
hand props are also kept in their “original” or “traditional” forms, and the respective 
costumes are used for ethnic/cultural communities.  Some of them are antique pieces 
collected by Obusan, and others are reproduced by the locals/natives of the area being 
represented - weaves that they produce for commercial purpose, for example.  ROFG 
sometimes duplicates the original based on careful research and close imitation.   
Those costumes and other accessories that identify a social class, a 
function (such as a wedding, burial, etc.), or a period (especially for westernized 
costumes), are carefully selected and prepared according to the requirements of a 
dance.  Since the group does not have any special staff in charge only of costumes, 
props and sets, dancers themselves select and prepare their own costumes and props 
from the vast collections under the instruction of Obusan.  If needed, they even 
repair or reproduce new costumes for themselves.  For reproduction, dancers use 
materials provided by the group, but, sad to say, the group cannot provide expensive 
materials since the group is not financially well-off (although it is subsidized by the 
CCP, the amount of subsidy is actually not enough to produce an “authentic” 
production).  Hence, the group has to reproduce the original by using only available 
materials, in what can be described as the “aesthetics of poverty,”95 where limited 
material resources enhance the dancers’ artistic inventiveness or creativity.  It is 
amazing how dancers resourcefully find ways to reproduce things very similar to the 
                                                
94 The Kulingtang ensemble is like a small version of the gamelan ensemble and the 
basic set consists of Kulingtang, a set of small gongs laid-in-a-row, two kinds of 
suspended bossed gongs, Gandingan and Agung, and a drum.  
95 Erven, 1992:37; Tiongson, 1989:45. 
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original even without spending too much.  Up close the costumes can clearly be 
seen to be mere reproductions, but from afar, from the perspective of the audience, 
they achieve a look that is as close to the original as possible. 
Dancers also have to learn the traditional manner of wearing accessories 
such as hats, shawls, scarves, and head-cloths which, consequently, requires dancers 
to acquire the capability to manipulate various articles of clothing by themselves, such 
as how to knot and unknot pieces of cloth, how to tuck and fold them securely around 
the body, and so forth.  Likewise, dancers learn about the make-up and hair styles 
(hair-do) needed to suit the characters being represented.  They usually arrange their 
own hair, and sometimes use wigs.  However, many of the group’s costumes are not 
specially designed for stage usage, and so certain techniques are required to put on 
and take off a complete set of a costume and many accessories as well, or to set up 
one’s hair and fix it back again, within the short period of time allowed for changing 
outfits in between dances.  Hence, dancers learn techniques in properly manipulating 
the “non-stage-adapted” and original costumes, especially for elegant Filipina gowns 
such as the terno,96 a beautiful and precious dress with a long trail at the back.  
Dancers have acquired a wide range of knowledge and familiarity with various 
traditional attires of Filipinos, a kind of knowledge that is very “practical,” which 
allows them to handle the various way of costuming by themselves.   
 
6. Re-contextualization of Dance Events 
The standard program of Philippine folkdance, which is composed of 
Cordillera, Spanish-influenced, Mindanao Muslim, and Lumad Rural suites, is what 
the group considers a “run-of-the-mill” program.  This program generally tends to 
                                                
96 A national formal dress for female which has butterfly sleeves. 
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show individual dances one after another. The ROFG tries to “depart from the 
customary dance theater delivery format,” which is framed by western-aesthetics, and 
instead encourages a “return to basics by re-contextualizing cultural events as they 
would be found within a local village or barrio.”97  A dance, in the Filipino 
traditional context, is just a part or a phase of communal and ceremonial events and it 
is not fully understood without looking at its larger cultural context and meaning.  In 
this regard, the re-contextualization of dance events also means to go back to Filipino 
values and aesthetics. 
Take the Yakan wedding, called “pansak” or “pagkawin” of Basilan, Sulu, 
for example.  In chronological sequence, Obusan was able to show the whole 
process of the wedding in 15 minutes while highlighting different phases of the 
wedding ceremony such as the preparation of the bride and groom, a parade to the 
bride’s house, the villagers’ preparation of the wedding venue, the wedding rite and a 
feast, without putting in any complicated choreography and theatre-like movements.  
ROFG’s re-contextualization of the Yakan wedding proceeds in the following manner: 
 
6.1. The Pansak Dance of the Yakan people 
On the stage, a fully dressed Yakan groom is being attended to by a 
female assistant who applies traditional make-up on his face.  She puts white dots 
and lines in various patterns all over his face.  The groom wears his kris or sword on 
his waist to complete his preparation for his wedding.  Preceded by the colorful panji 
and tipas-tipas banners, a parade of male warriors and Yakan ladies who are carrying 
food covered with a decorative tutop98 starts out, followed by the groom, who is 
                                                
97 Taken from souvenir program of the Unpublished Series.   
98 Tutop is a dome-shaped colorful food cover made of bamboo leaves. 
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standing on the shoulders of male attendant and followed by a black umbrella holder.  
After the parade, the tumahik, or warrior dance, is performed by males using a spear 
and a rounded wooden shield.  Then the bride in a decorated usugan, or small, 
house-like carrier, parades in with her female attendants.  She is carried out of the 
usugan by a male attendant and brought to the ceremonial place. 
Then the wedding ritual starts.  The groom takes plain rice with his fingers, 
and tries to feed the bride, but she turns it down.  He tries again, but she turns it 
down again.  The third time, she accepts his offer and shyly eats the rice from his 
fingers. Now, he puts a white towel on her shoulder, but she throws it on the floor.  
He tries again, but she throws it likewise.  The third time, she accepts it, and starts 
dancing pindulas, a sort of pang-alay, which is characterized by the broken-arm 
movement and angular movement of palms.  Everybody on stage celebrates the 
couple with pansak, which literally means “to dance.”  While dancing, the couple 
together plays a musical instrument called tuntungan, a unique percussion plank with 
a jar-shaped resonator. 99  
 
 
                                                
99 From the performance entitled “Sounds of Tuntungan” in the Unpublished Series 4 
by ROFG (1999). For a detailed dance repertoire of the Unpublished 4, see Appendix 
H. 
Fig.35: Pansak, a Yakan wedding. It starts with make-up being applied to the groom. 
(Source: Alejandro and Santos-Gana. Sayaw.)
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Obusan’s choreography, as illustrated above, is usually simple, and what 
he saw in the field he used in his choreography.  He likes to play with disordered 
lines and clustered formations to represent messiness, which captures the spirit of 
what he sees in the field.  He does not frequently use clean lines and well-ordered 
formations.  He does not require dancers to achieve uniformity and precision of 
movement as seen in Bayanihan, but tells his dancers to dance from the heart with joy, 
although this often gives the impression that those ROFG dancers are either 
“unprofessional” or “unrehearsed.”  In addition, he often makes room for an 
improvisational dance for individual interpretations by dancers - a part of the dance 
that allows for “pasikat” or an opportunity to “show-off” their best moves in a solo 
dance within the group dance.  The pansak of the Yakan groom and bride above 
were in fact improvisational sections of the dance, pre-arranged during the rehearsal.  
 
6.2. The Mascota Dance of Cagayan Province 
Another example is the Mascota, a trademark dance of the Cagayan 
province (a Christianized area), which is performed by a couple on different occasions, 
but most popularly during weddings.  The dance proceeds in the following manner:   
A parade of village people and relatives fill up the entire stage and set up 
the wedding venue.  With the sound of a church bell, the newlyweds come in under a 
white decorative square canopy held up over their heads, and the feasting starts.  The 
parents of the newlyweds first start dancing the Mascota, and two straw hats or 
sombreros are put on the floor to solicit monetary donations from guests to help the 
newlyweds start off their new life together.  Some guest-villagers put money into the 
hats, and others cheer the parents who are dancing.  Then both fathers balance the 
hats full of money on their heads while dancing, but one of them drops his hat on the 
  
102
floor with the money spilling over.  His wife then gets angry with him.  They 
quickly gather the dropped money on the floor and put them back into the hat.  The 
bride and groom are now invited to dance the Mascota.  Then guests pin on the bride 
and groom’s wedding attire either money or pledges written on paper, on which words 
like “one cow” or “a plot of farmland” are written in Ilocano.  Then they start 
dancing comically an “impromptu version” of Mascota to entertain guests, and then 
everyone on the stage dance together with joy. 100  
 
As we have seen, the group’s performances reproduce scenes of Filipino 
life in reference to cultural/dance events, in order to represent a village or a 
community. Obusan often brings in a large number of people on stage, composed of 
main dancers and background (BG) people, instead of using scenery backdrops. In the 
case of the Mascota described above, almost 50 background people were on the stage.  
The role of the BG is to set a community mood by making the stage come alive with 
people’s voices and festive actions, while incorporating secondary information. This 
                                                
100 From the performance entitled “Kasal Iloco: Bride Buying and Weddings” 
performed in “Ritual Roots: the Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, series 5” 
which was presented as the first seasonal performance at the CCP in July, 2006. For a 
detailed dance repertoire of Ritual Roots, see Appendix I.  
Fig.36: An image of wedding
couple in lowland Christian
area. Money is pinned to their




“drama of the quotidian”101 results in the inclusion of the respective local culture in 
the representation.  For instance, in the above case of the Mascota dance in the 
wedding in the Ilocano region, the BG (background) dancers present were smoking 
tabako cigars typical of the region, drinking rice wine encased in local wine carriers, 
serving food, chatting with other guests, or just moving around, imitating the dance, 
cheering, and so forth.  In addition, all dancers spoke Ilocano as much as possible, 
regardless of their proficiency with the language. Those who were not from 
Ilocano-speaking areas, like me, were required to learn simple Ilocano words and 
sentences.  On the stage, different things were going on and people in the audience 
were free to either focus on the main dance being performed on center stage or to let 
their eyes freely roam around the stage to take in the whole scene.  In this kind of 
performance, I often have the feeling of actually “participating” in the cultural event 
which is unfolding on stage, and it stops being merely something we “present” to the 
audience.  
In such a dance-drama performance, the dancers’ artistry and creativity, 
or “malandi” elements, are quite necessary, since dancers are just given a rough idea 
or a sketch of the event but no detailed instructions on what one should do and how to 
do it on stage.  Besides, it is often required for BG dancers to make up their own 
stories and personal characters as background people, so that each dancer does 
different things to re-produce a “natural” and “realistic” scene on stage.  The dancers 
themselves personally interpret and embody the “image” Obusan imparts to them, the 
image he had captured from the original context in the field and relayed to them.  
This is something accomplished dancers are enthusiastic about for it allows them 
room to express their artistry and creativity, but it is difficult especially for trainees 
                                                
101 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett,1991:405.  
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who do not have enough know-how and experience yet. 
 
7. Obusan’s Dancers 
These special folkdance productions are conceptualized and directed by 
Obusan, but it is the dancers who actually perform, embody and represent what 
Obusan tries to re-present.  In this regard, dancers are thus extra-ordinary 
instruments and the body, or physicality, of the dancer is the most important element 
in achieving the “folkloric-ness” of a performance.  As I have already mentioned 
earlier, Obusan’s dancers are “unsorted,” and there are various typical faces of 
Filipinos with all sorts of body types: Mestizo and Moreno (fair- and brown-skinned), 
tall and small, thin and fat, and little kids to dancers in their 40’s.  Although there are 
occasionally some negative comments against Obusan’s dancers, this wide range of 
physical types and ages is effectively put to use in portraying “real-life” people, and 
this in turn enables Obusan to produce a wider range of dance repertoires.  For 
example, children are made to perform the dances of the Aeta, because the native Aeta 
are generally small in size and their dances are playful and “childish.”  In ROFG, it is 
believed that the Aeta, who are considered as aborigines in the Philippines and are 
socially marginalized, would be more appreciated through the performance of 
children.   
Meanwhile, tall guys with strong physique are cast for Kalinga dances.  
If there is a role of lola (grandmother) or of children, elderly dancers and kids take 
these parts respectively.  One thing that I found interesting with casting is that it 
seems that height somehow relates to motherhood, and even though there might be an 
older dancer than me, I was often cast in the role of mother because I was taller than 
the other dancers.  In the Tausug Pagkawin, a child wedding ritual of Tausug, Jolo 
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(Sulu), the stage is filled with large numbers of children and they perform three 
different kinds of Pangalay dance.  In such situations, senior dancers function like 
stage managers who guide the kids who are performing.  The children’s “unlearned” 
dance movements are perfect for creating an illusion of a “real” ritual in the field. 
 
8. Text and image  
We have focused thus far on the manner in which dancers are able to 
creatively re-contextualize dance/cultural events on stage. However, the 
performance’s meaning has still to be communicated to and understood by the 
audience, which is a real challenge since in most cases, the audience does not have the 
depth of knowledge about the context of a dance as the ROFG performers do.  In 
order to cover what a stage performance cannot tell, the group’s performance is 
always guided by a narration or voice-over during the performance, which serves as 
“footnotes.”  The performance usually begins with Obusan’s introductory speech to 
provide a mental map for the audience, relaying to them what they are about to see.  
In the past, Obusan used to appear in costumes on the stage and he himself explained 
each dance performance to the audience.  Sometimes, dancers in their respective 
costumes talk about “themselves”: who they represent and what is their culture and 
tradition.   
An ROFG souvenir program, or a program booklet for performances, 
serves as a small ethnographic report, which provides dance descriptions such as the 
place of origin, context and meaning of the dance, illustrated with pictures that often 
include the “real” native performers dancing.  It is basically a set of reference 
materials on the dance performances to be witnessed during the show, in contrast to 
the standard souvenir programs of other theater companies that simply introduce the 
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group, performing artists and sponsors.  ROFG does not devote much space to the 
individual dancers nor to sponsors.  Recently, the ROFG adopted audio-visual 
presentations, which are “moving pictures and information” showing research 
video-footages of Obusan's fieldwork.  All of this additional information effectively 
provides a “real” cultural context and circumstantial setting to complement what is 
missing in the stage performance.  Moreover, it functions to authenticate or provide 
evidence that ROFG’s dances are based on research and their folkdances are 
interpreted and restaged as “close to the original” dances, rituals and traditions.  This 
shows us that “folkloric” performances do not necessarily entail using primitive or 
anachronistic modes of production. Obusan makes use of audio-visual technology and 
theatrical effects, and sometimes he uses more elaborate theatrical stage sets than the 
Bayanihan, which sometimes only borrows the sets from other resident theater 
companies of the CCP rather than customizing the sets for their performances.    
It must be noted that the special folkdance performances which I have 
mentioned above are often limited to performances at the CCP, since these 
productions require a stage that is well-equipped and can accommodate a large cast.  
It takes quite a long time to prepare for these productions.  The group’s seasonal 
performance is in July or August and in December, and the preparation takes at least 3 
months for rehearsals alone.  This shows us that achieving an “authentic” feel 
requires careful staging. No matter how much ROFG attempts to capture the 
dynamics of an actual performance as it is experienced on the ground, the 
“authenticity” of its performances can only go as far as the innate limitations of the 





9. Some Questions on the Issue of Authenticity 
On the issue of “authenticity,” I recall having some questions on the 
“basic” movements for a dance called Pastores Tabaco, a Christmas shepherds’ dance 
from Tabaco in the Bicol region.  In ROFG, the “basics” of a new dance is usually 
learned and acquired by (senior) dancers from a research video of Obusan’s, although 
if there is a chance, dancers directly learn dance movements from native/local 
performers.  Learning from video tapes has its limitations, because sometimes 
detailed movements are not clearly shown, and one sees only from a certain angle 
although there is also the advantage that one can freely watch the movements any 
time, repeatedly if needed.  
This pastores is a modern innovation found in the pastores festival in 
Tabaco (in 2003) that uses what the group termed “Japayuki dancing” (“Japayuki” 
means Filipino entertainers who go to Japan for work). This is an eclectic form of 
modern, ballroom (samba, cha-cha) and other dances, although there is still the core 
essence of pastores.  Obusan intended this dance to raise questions on the future of 
Filipino traditions. 
I learned and memorized all the Japayuki dancing movements, sticking as 
faithfully to the original as possible, but Obusan was not happy with what I did.  He 
told me to modify it by emphasizing and exaggerating more “Japayuki” elements, 
which is what he considered a unique character of the dance.  A senior dance master 
got angry with me because of the kind of movements I performed (which I thought 
were closer to the original), chastising me for not “fulfilling my duty,” and I of course 
became so confused and offended.  I eventually followed their suggestion, and in 
consequence, the look of the finished product was not totally the same as the original, 
although the uniqueness and character of the dance was amazingly enhanced and 
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maximized.  But my question was: is this still authentic or an invention??  
There was sometimes a gap between the original dance and Obusan’s 
interpretation, and as dancers we were sometimes confused, although we could not 
speak out.  It is, as a dance master explained to me, the challenge of reconciling 
“artistic freedom” with the “authenticity of the original” in the interpretation of folk 
dances.  In fact, although the group is often associated with performing “authentic” 
dances, these are not exactly “authentic” since, in the perspective of the group, an 
“authentic” dance is “what can be found in the field or the place of origin itself.”  On 
the stage, a dance is mediated by the artistic freedom of the performers, although in 
the case of the ROFG, such freedom is positioned as an extension of being “true” to 
the original, and artistic freedom is somewhat limited in comparison to other 
folkdance companies.  In this sense, the group can be said to be as “nearly authentic” 
as possible.  A lot of ROFG dancers do feel constrained as they are not allowed to be 
too liberal with their artistic innovations, and they are not allowed to stray too far 
from the original dances. 
How much do the people of local ethnic/cultural communities participate 
in the production process of the group?  It must be noted that the native people are 
seldom involved in the group’s performances, except when they are sometimes 
invited to participate in some of the group’s performances and when they are asked 
to provide the group with information on local traditions as well as costumes and 
other ethnographic objects.  But Obusan and his dancers always bear in mind that it 
is the people who really own traditions, and they are sensitive to and reflexive about 
the reactions and comments of the real culture bearers.  Even though there are 
sometimes “wrong” representations, the group’s performance is still, by far, the most 
“reliable” compared to other folkdance companies, and according to my informants 
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from local cultural communities (dance practitioners and cultural workers), the 
group’s attempt and efforts to be close to the original are appreciated. One of them 
even told me that the good thing about Obusan is that “he listens to the people.”   
As we have seen, the “folkloric” performance of the group reflects their 
basic stance, that is, to “learn from the people,” and embodies their sincere attitude 
and effort to understand and faithfully represent the traditional ways of living and 
cultures of Filipinos.  By doing so, the group tries to re-shape Filipino aesthetics, and 
re-define “what is Filipino.”  In the group, dancers are an extra-ordinary medium of 
instruction for they are supposed to embody “Filipino-ness.”   In the context of the 
group, a dancer is someone “who knows [how to] dance deep in [his/her] heart” and 
who is “well informed about definitions and descriptions of every dance.”  Therefore, 
the group does not select dancers in terms of physical appearance or social status, and 
hence Obusan’s dancers have “typical faces of typical Filipinos.”  Obusan has 
commented that, in contrast, other folkdance companies “present the Filipinos as such 
strikingly beautiful people that it resembles a beauty pageant.”102   
However, this philosophy and aesthetic sense of the group is not always 
easy to understand, especially when a performance will be for international guests of 
the state.  At the ASEAN Summit in Cebu in 2007, the group was to perform a 
production number of Asia-Pacific dances (about 15 minutes long) comprising all the 
representative countries at the grand finale.  Since this was an international event, 
the government officials got involved in the production from the outset.  When the 
officials observed the group’s performance, they commented that the dancers were 
“puro matatanda at matataba (mostly old and fat)” and told Obusan to put the 
                                                
102 Taken from an interview with Obusan done by Ma. Nerissa Balace for Kultura 
vol.1.no.1.1998.   
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younger and more beautiful dancers in front.  An argument ensued with the group 
protesting about what physical appearance had to do with showing or performing 
“authentic” dances.  Needless to say, Obusan did not care about what the state 
officials felt about his dancers, since he opposed a beauty-pageant-like performance, 
and the group was meant to present “authentic dances.”  However, it clearly shows 
the persistence of the preference for “beautiful” presentations, that a significant 
segment of the Filipino audience has a need for a type of aesthetically pleasing 
performance that suits their taste - a taste that the Bayanihan is attuned to, and perhaps 




The Logic of Two National Folkdance Companies: Conclusion 
 
If one looks at the folkdance programs of the two national folkdance 
companies, one will discover that the Bayanihan still presents its “original” standard 
program of Philippine folkdance, organized into the Cordillera, Lumad, Muslim and 
lowland Christian suites in order to provide a panoramic view of Philippine culture. 
The ROFG also follows this standard or so-called “run-of-the-mill” program.  
However, in addition, ROFG has also mounted a variety of other programs, such as a 
series of Philippine folkdance productions that deal with specific themes.  Let us 
examine a number of these non-standard productions. 
 
Fig.37: Souvenir programs of ROFG 
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1. ROFG’s Variants of Philippine Folkdance Program and Discourse of National 
Identity 
The program Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, series 1-5 (the 
latest one was presented in 2006), presents rare and little-known rituals and dances 
(both “folk” and “ethnic”) that Obusan has researched and collected through the years.  
The rituals and dances in this series are “unpublished” in reference books like 
Aquino’s, and hence have been usually excluded from the standard dance repertoires 
of urban folkdance companies - although, recently, the group began to notate their 
dances and compile them into “Sayaw: Dances of the Philippine Islands” (six 
volumes as of 2005), published by the Philippine Folk Dance Society.  The 
Unpublished series does not employ the conventional suite-format of internal-cultural 
division. The performance of series 1~3 for example, did not totally employ “suites” 
and each dance was performed randomly and individually, while series 4 and 5 used 
“thematic” categories.103  Every dance and ethnic/cultural group is viewed in a more 
egalitarian light and recognition is given to specific “ethnic” groups. 
“Vamos A Belen,” a collection of Christmas traditions and customs, or 
expressions of folk Christianity in various parts of the Philippines, is another of the 
group’s “original” dance productions (i.e., not performed by the Bayanihan or any 
other folkdance companies), which has been presented each December since 1997 as 
part of the CCP’s yearly Christmas celebration.  This series showcases a variety of 
Christmas traditions and practices, such as Posadas or Panunuluyan, the re-enactment 
of the search for an inn by Mary and Joseph, and Pastores, Christmas shepherds’ 
dances which re-tell and celebrate the Nativity, as well as other related Christmas folk 
traditions.  Posadas and Pastores are usually accompanied by a song and recitation 
of dialogue in vernacular languages (and this troubles me every year with memorizing 
                                                
103 See appendix D-I.  
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several new songs in non-Tagalog languages).  Many of the dances in the repertoire 
of this series are products of recent research, and many of them are existing practices 
in the provinces.104   
Unique to the Vamos is the inclusion of some numbers which reflect the 
stark realities of the present Philippines.  For instance, Vamos 04’ showed the unique 
practice of some ethno-linguistic groups of making their way to town during the 
Christmas season and performing their songs and dances on the streets to earn extra 
cash.  Added to this, the group often includes “Pasko sa Smokey Mountain” 
(Christmas in Smokey Mountain) featuring children of Smokey Mountain to convey 
the message that poverty does not prevent people from celebrating Christmas.  
The Noon Po Sa Amin (roughly translated as “Our Place in Times Past,” 
which refers to the old ways in one's hometown) is not purely a folkdance production 
but something like a moving diorama of Philippine history, which dramatizes and 
reenacts the historical experience of Filipinos from the pre-colonial past to the present 
in order to foster the sense that the nation traces its origins to a pre-colonial period, 
and is similar to the “Kasaysayan ng Lahi” (History of the Race) presented by Imelda 
Marcos in 1974.  The program is composed of the following: Malakas Maganda - a 
legend of the first Filipinos; Pre-colonial Philippines - early Filipino civilization; Age 
of Trade and Contact - with Chinese and Arab traders and the coming of Islam; Days 
of the Conquistadors - the Spanish period; Period of Armed Struggle - the first 
Revolution and independence from Spain; American Intervention - the advent of 
education; Firsts at the Turn of Century - the advent of modernity; Japanese Regime - 
guerillas and the war; Rebuilding the Nation - a gaily portrayed post-WWII village 
                                                
104 For the dance repertoire of the Vamos, see appendix J-L.   
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scene; and Our Neighbors - United Nations and ASEAN.105   
The “Under the ASEAN Sky” presents classical/traditional dances of all 
the ASEAN member-countries to promote cultural understanding of neighbor 
countries and enhance a “feeling of belonging to Southeast Asia.”  This ASEAN 
production was first presented by the Bayanihan in the early 1990’s, but it is now 
taken over by the ROFG.  In “Mystique Asia” (2004), the group further expanded the 
regional framework to “Asia” to include China, India, Japan, and South Korea (and 
now the group is planning to go for “Asia-Pacific”).   
All of these “specific” productions are artistic ventures that present quite 
a few challenges to ROFG, namely: how to re-contextualize dance/cultural events in 
the Unpublished and the Vamos; how to faithfully reenact and re-tell their own 
Filipino history in the Noon Po Sa Amin; and how to apply their “folkloric” style of 
performance that aims to faithfully represent and perform “other” cultures in 
performing the dances of ASEAN/Asian countries.   
In relation to nation-building, these productions look at the Philippines 
from various perspectives, such as little-known dance traditions, a national history 
and the country's relationship to the neighboring Asian countries, to promote a better 
understanding of the Filipino nation and cultivate a sense of nation and “being 
Filipino.”  In this sense, the group successfully reconciles its own artistic/cultural 
interest with the state’s interest and needs.  However, it must be noted that especially 
in the Noon Po and ASEAN/Asian dance productions, some innate problems of 
“national” identity are revealed. 
The idea of “national” history is problematic, since Philippine history has 
always been a contested arena and has several interpretations.  The history presented 
                                                
105 For a detailed dance repertoire, see appendix M. 
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in Noon po is the official “national” history that, as Ileto points out, is history 
controlled by, or that leans toward, a “historical emplotment” whose dynamic is the 
opposition between “golden age” and “dark age.”  The Pre-colonial and American 
periods are depicted as “golden ages” while their respective descents or “falls” into 
the Spanish and Japanese periods are regarded as “dark ages.”  The American period 
(American Intervention and Firsts at the Turn of the Century in the program) is 
represented by the scene of the Thomasites, and portrays children happily playing 
music on stage.  The scene emphasizes the advent of education and modernity, while 
the Filipino-American War (1899-1902) is forgotten. In contrast, the 
Filipino-Japanese War (1942-1945) is clearly remembered in the ROFG’s political 
discourse and collective memory-making.106  The Japanese Regime is represented 
through war, guerrillas, and the Death March107 and dancers, myself included, were 
made to re-enact violent scenes against a backdrop of bloody red lighting to further 
emphasize the ravages of war.  
In the group’s reenactment of the Death March, I played the role of a 
Filipino captive who was harshly treated by Japanese soldiers.  Although I 
understood that Japan is often viewed as an enemy in the history of many parts of 
Southeast Asia, which I first learned when I stayed in Singapore in my childhood, I 
had mixed feelings about the way the Japanese were being represented. It was of 
course an unforgettable experience for me, to be in a situation where the positions of 
Japanese and Filipino were temporarily reversed.  I remember having to wear 
                                                
106 Ileto. “The Wars with the U.S. and Japan in the making of Post-1946 Philippine 
Politics.” Paper delivered at the symposium on “Philippines-Japan Relationship in an 
Evolving Paradigm,” at De La Salle University, Manila, 9 March, 2006. 
107 The Filipino and American captives who were exhausted and starved were harshly 
treated and forced to keep marching, without mercy, from Bataan to a prison camp in 
Tarlac by Japanese forces. 
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bandages on my face to disguise my Japanese-ness.  The association of Japanese 
with war and soldiers is manifested in everyday life within the ROFG such as, for 
instance, when groups of Japanese guests visited Obusan’s home, he and his dancers 
would often announce, “Dumating na ang Hapon! Dapa! (The Japanese have arrived! 
Get down on the ground!).”  Although they were just joking, it showed that this 
negative image of the Japanese is, sadly, deeply rooted in their minds. 
With regards to national identity, the Philippines has suffered from its 
identity problem because of a long history of colonization by the West, and various 
leaders and movements have consciously attempted to re-orient the neo-colonial 
minds of Filipinos to their Malay/Asian heritage.  Although Filipinos now identify 
themselves with being “Asian,” in the ASEAN/Asian dance productions, the 
Philippines is often represented by Pandanggo sa Ilaw/Oasioas, a lowland Christian 
dance, in order to display a unique identity that differentiates Filipinos from other 
Asian peoples.  
Pandanggo sa Ilaw/Oasioas is a very popular dance number in the 
“Rural” dance repertoire of many folkdance companies and is now regarded as a 
“national” dance.  The dance is actually made up of two dances using lights, one 
from Mindoro where dancers balance oil lamps on their head and on their palms, and 
the other from Pangasinan, which uses lamps wrapped in dark-pink scarves to serve as 
beacons for fishermen coming in from the sea.108  In the second half of the dance, 
stage lights are dimmed, and only the lamps in dancers’ hands can be seen on the dark 
stage, and at the climax, the whole stage is filled up with lots of lights from the 
full-cast.  It is very impressive and dramatic, and always elicits an enthusiastic 
response from the audience.  Although the dance is now no longer regarded as 
                                                
108 Dance description is taken from the group’s souvenir program.  
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“western-influenced” but “uniquely Filipino,” the Philippines often tends to associate 
its uniqueness with “western” elements in Filipino culture, which would be “foreign” 
among other Asians.  This reveals contradictory impulses in representing Filipino 
identity, to both associate with while differentiating itself from its Asian neighbors.  
For Obusan’s dancers, these different kinds of folkdance productions are 
exciting and challenging, but if you look at them from another angle, these 
productions are also very “political” and carry certain political connotations and make 
significant national statements.  Unconsciously the dancers are involved in cultural 
politics.  Unlike the standard “run-of-the-mill” program which is often presented to 
the international and the anonymous audience, these “special” productions of ROFG 
are designed for educational purposes and presented to students at the CCP.  In this 
regard, the Bayanihan and ROFG have virtually divided their national roles in 
promoting Philippine culture at different levels - the international sphere for the 
Bayanihan and, for ROFG, the national/domestic sphere.  ROFG often changes its 
dance repertoire according to the audience and occasion, and also to meet the specific 
needs of sponsors.   
 
2. Complementarity of the Bayanihan and the ROFG  
As we have seen, the Bayanihan and ROFG have shown distinctive 
presentational styles and perspectives, which allow me to contrast and compare them. 
Both companies have equally succeeded in promoting Philippine culture and bringing 
attention to Philippine dances in different ways.  The beautiful and lovely 
representation of the Philippines that the Bayanihan has projected and brought to the 
world contributes greatly to improving the image of the country, where the negative 
aspects such as political corruption and poverty often take precedence. With its 
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innovative staging and performance to universal standards, the Bayanihan has also 
proven the artistic excellence of Filipinos around the world, although the company is 
often subject to criticism at home because its prominence and popularity mask its 
problematic representations of local cultures.” 
The folkdances of the Bayanihan indeed are an important source of 
Filipino cultural heritage or “Filipino-ness” for many Philippine folkdance companies 
abroad as well as at home.  It is easier for beginners or those who know little about 
folk dances of the Philippines to imitate and reproduce the Bayanihan’s versions since 
these are not too complicated yet result in attractive dances that are much appreciated 
by audiences.  Although the dances are modernized and modified for stage use, 
which sometimes results in a rendition that is not faithful in representing the original, 
their costumes are still good examples or models for reproduction for those who 
cannot have direct access to them but wish to try to capture the look of traditional 
Filipino dance attires.  Above all, the Bayanihan has released a series of instructional 
VCDs and music tapes/CDs which are accessible to everyone and provide materials 
about Philippine folkdance through effective media.  For those Filipinos whose 
purpose are to celebrate and perform their cultural heritage and project Philippine 
culture, the Bayanihan’s versions of folkdances are still valid and effective.  And for 
foreigners like me, the Bayanihan’s performances are easy to appreciate, and provide 
us with a good chance and accessible means of getting to know and appreciate the 
richness of Philippine culture. 
In contrast, the ROFG, which emerged during the critical period of 
Imelda Marcos’s patronage when the cultural movements shifted from being “elitist” 
to “populist,” has incorporated more ordinary Filipinos into the field of Philippine 
folkdance, and the group has even brought in “real” native performers as well as 
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children of Smokey Mountain.  What ROFG has represented and projected as typical 
Filipinos with their traditional “folk” culture is neither beautifying nor an adulteration 
of local traditions.  Resisting the “progressive” view on theatricalization of 
Philippine folkdance, the ROFG has restaged them as close as possible to the original 
so as to preserve more traditional dance forms and promote a knowledge of folkdance 
that is more authentic in terms of both cultural context and kinesthetics.  
Unfortunately, ROFG has not officially released any VCDs and has no 
home-page, and it is difficult to get in touch with the group and access their versions 
of folkdances and their vast amount of research findings; access is especially difficult 
if you are outside the Philippines.  The group’s mode of transmitting its cultural and 
kinetic knowledge is usually “face-to-face” since its versions of folkdances require 
close supervision and strict adherence to the “basics” of particular dances in order to 
be performed. Obusan wants his dances to be properly learned, and ROFG has 
disseminated its version of folkdance through networking with smaller folkdance 
groups, and accepting trainees like me.   
After the Bayanihan was designated as the National Folkdance Company 
in 1998, it seems that the roles of the Bayanihan and ROFG were virtually divided 
and they have served different sets of audiences and for different needs and purposes 
of the state and the nation.  The Bayanihan more frequently appears in international 
events hosted by the state, and more often goes out of the country as cultural 
representative of the Philippines, while ROFG focuses on performance within the 
country and specializes in “specific” folkdance productions to produce and provide 
cultural knowledge on Filipino traditional culture for educational purposes.  In this 
regard, both state-sponsored folkdance companies complement each other’s efforts, 
and both play a role in nation-building at both the international and national levels.  
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In July 2006 Ramon Obusan, who was dubbed as being “obsessed with 
the Filipino” was named as a “National Artist for Dance,” an honor that is given to 
prominent individuals in the field of arts who have made a great contribution to the 
preservation and the development of the “Filipino” culture and national identity.  
Obusan was the fourth awardee of the title, following Francisca Reyes Aquino (1973), 
a pioneer of folkdance research, Leonor Orosa Goquingco (1976) who pioneered a 
new genre of theatricalized dance called Folkloric Ballet, and Lucrecia Reyes Urtula 
(1988), the first dance director of the Bayanihan who produced various folkdance 
choreographies.  Obusan’s conferment came almost twenty years after the last time 
this title was conferred to Urtula.   
Before he finally became the National Artist, Obusan failed to be selected 
for the title several times in the past, and dancers thought he would never receive the 
title before he passed away (because, as the gossip went, he was not good at dealing 
with the politics behind selection).  His conferment of the National Artist award was 
a great honor and delight for the dancers as well, especially for those who had 
dedicated their lives to the group for more than a decade.  With the conferment of the 
title, Obusan officially put his name and his group on the official history of Philippine 
dance, although they have been in the shadow of the mainstream Bayanihan for a long 
time (since the foundation of the group).  Considering the historical background of 
Obusan and his group, in terms of how it has emerged and developed, this 
appointment has significant implications. It challenges the old establishment, such as 
the Bayanihan and the (old) CCP.  Recognition of Obusan, in this respect, constitutes 





3. Memories of Obusan’s Last Dance 
When Obusan became National Artist in June 2006, we had a big 
celebration at his house on the occasion of his birthday (that was also in June), and 
large numbers of visitors, such as alumni, friends (including former Bayanihan 
members), and affiliated folkdance groups arrived to greet him.  For the party, the 
house was decorated with hundreds of pictures and all the posters of the past 
performances of the group which were brought out so as to trace back Obusan’s life 
and the history of the group.  I was eager to see what would happen to Obusan and 
ROFG after his being conferred the National Artist title, but unexpectedly Obusan left 
Fig.39: A group photo of National Artist Ramon Obusan and his dancers.
After the “Tribute for National Artists” at the CCP, June 2006.  
Fig.38: New National Artists in 2006. President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo




this world on December 21, the day of the first performance of Vamos A Belen 2006 at 
the CCP.  Dancers were informed of Obusan’s death after the show while still 
rehearsing for the performance for the next day.  All of us burst into tears as we were 
totally unprepared for the news.  However, the show must go on, as they say, and so 
we had to put up a brave front for the succeeding performance, our cheerful faces 
holding back the tears until the show was finished.   
During the wake (which lasted for a week), dancers stayed at Obusan’s 
house day and night to host visitors and keep the house clean, performing the roles 
usually played by family, for we were, after all, his family too.  Flowers came from 
various affiliate and non-affiliate dance companies in and outside the Philippines (and 
also from the U.S. and Japan).  In the rehearsal hall, a portrait of Obusan in Kalinga 
(a Cordillera people) attire was mounted and decorated with other pictures and lots of 
leafy plants, as requested by Obusan himself (since he did not like to be decorated 
with flowers).  The Philippine flag and the National Artist medal were also displayed 
and his ashes were guarded by soldiers from the Armed Forces, a privilege given to 
statesmen.  Following Obusan’s will, dancers gave a performance every night so that 
all the attendees at the wake did not become sad.  Our dancing was meant for all 
present, including Obusan’s remains. 
For the necrological service (a national funeral) at the CCP, all the 
affiliate folkdance groups gathered and the volunteer alumni joined the last 
performance for Obusan, which was also the inaugural performance of ROFG without 
its beloved founder.  We performed a series of rituals and pastores, for Obusan’s 
ashes on the stage, and for the finale, we performed a death ritual of the Kalinga 
called Bikbik-Sagsag.  The theater was filled with chants and cries and his ashes 
were brought out in a procession through the aisle with everyone falling in line, the 
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dancers and the attendees.  Outside the theater, dancers from various folkdance 
groups were standing by, all in costume, sending Obusan off by dancing and dancing.   
The last performance for Obusan at the necrological service tells us what 
Obusan left to the field of Philippine folkdance.  I remembered that when I decided 
to join ROFG, I was afraid that the group might vanish in case Obusan died since it 
was his private group, but I was totally wrong.  Those affiliate folkdance groups that 
gathered for the necrological service are handled by Obusan’s dancers, and this 
showed that Obusan has trained and produced many leaders who could lead the next 
generation.  Throughout his wake, and up to the necrological service, it became ever 
clearer to me that even after Obusan had passed away, his dancers and staff would 
faithfully follow his words and teachings.  Although he was gone, his spirit was still 
alive among many of his dancers on whom he instilled his philosophies and 
knowledge.  The ROFG is now taken over by new artistic leaders who have just 
started their work and in their minds, they share the feeling that they will be able to 
sustain and develop the group even though the founder is gone.  I am interested in 
seeing how Obusan’s dancers will continue his legacy and maintain or further develop 
the “folkloric” style of the group.  I am looking forward to seeing how the seeds that 
Obusan has sowed will flourish.  
 
4. Dancing Between Two Cultures  
Fig.40: After the necrological
service for Obusan.  He was
sent off by many dancers and
friends outside CCP.  
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I have come to realize what a privilege and unique opportunity it was to 
undertake training with Obusan, to be instructed by him, with my movements being 
scrutinized by him.  I fully understand his pedagogic style, for only though his strict 
supervision was I able to mold my body to learn and remember the correct form, the 
“basics” of different dances.  Through those years with ROFG, I have gained much 
cultural and kinetic knowledge on Philippine folkdance as well as the group’s way 
and attitude of teaching and learning and the philosophies behind them. 
Armed with such valuable knowledge and understandings, I began to 
transmit my knowledge on Philippine folkdance to my Japanese student-dancers at the 
Tokyo University of Foreign Studies.  However, as I fully followed the ROFG style 
of teaching and learning, I began to feel the difficulty of being a Japanese performer 
of Philippine folkdance between the two countries and between the two dance groups 
(ROFG and TUFS dance group), and I often found myself caught between two 
cultural worlds.   
I remember one incident when Obusan told me that he did not understand 
the need for the TUFS dance troupe to perform Philippine folkdance in the 
Philippines, and he continuously asked: “Do they think they dare to teach Philippine 
culture to Filipinos?”  The aims of the Japanese troupe are to “promote friendship 
and cultural understanding between the peoples of the two countries” and “showcase 
the beauty of Philippine culture.”  However, I could not say anything to him at that 
time, because I did not understand “what he really meant.”  I knew that Obusan 
welcomed Japanese students who seriously wanted to learn about the Philippines 
through folkdance.  He appreciated those Japanese who could see the beauty and 
richness of the culture that Filipinos are proud of, while he disapproved of those 
groups of Japanese who only looked at the “negative” aspects of the Philippines and 
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disseminated such a poor image of the country.  So why would he have questioned 
some of the activities of the TUFS dance troupe?  His words stuck in my mind, and 
this made me think about and find an answer for his “meaningful” question.  
As I have mentioned in the first Chapter, my position as a trainee who 
was learning dance and discipline from senior dancers conditioned me to literally 
view Filipinos “from below” and impelled me to get rid of my Japanese “ego” which, 
I found out, I subconsciously bore.  Now I was in “their” culture, and I had to adjust 
and follow their system of discipline, as long as I was under the group.  However, it 
seemed that my obedient and subordinate attitude when I was still a junior dancer of 
ROFG was not easily understood by some Japanese, such as my Japanese 
student-dancers, because they did not know the hierarchy and structure of discipline 
within ROFG.  Moreover, in Japan, I was a leader of the cultural troupe. So to them, 
my subservient behavior in ROFG was puzzling, and perhaps they viewed the way 
ROFG senior dancers treated me as demeaning, for I was often corrected in public 
and sometimes even shouted at.  
Then after a few years, when I returned to Japan to teach my fellow 
Japanese, I adopted the demeanor and behavior of senior dancers of ROFG and fully 
followed their Filipino way of teaching and learning dance.  My style caused a 
reaction and it seemed that I was considered “mayabang” or bossy or arrogant by my 
Japanese dancers in my being too strict about the right movements and the “basics.”  
Under ROFG, it had been instilled in my mind that reflecting or 
“embodying” particular local dance movements was of utmost importance since this 
subsequently produces and images cultural knowledge of those local cultures being 
represented.  Naturally I also became strict in teaching Philippine folkdance to 
Japanese dancers so as to represent and disseminate a proper image and understanding 
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of Philippine culture, in the way that the ROFG had taught me.  However, many of 
the previous Japanese dancers whom I had taught did not show improvement in 
performing dance movements despite their genuine interest in Philippine folkdance.  
It seemed to me that Japanese students performed Philippine folkdance in a Japanese 
way, not in a Filipino way.  That is, they still moved and acted like Japanese.  
Moreover, they did not understand the reason why they should be strict in executing 
proper “basics” since most of them wanted to perform Philippine folkdance just for 
fun or out of personal desire, while I could not even begin to think about the 
consequences such attitude would bring.  This presented me with a huge dilemma. 
When I brought the TUFS dance troupe into ROFG for an intensive 
training for a week in 2005, I was honestly surprised to see that when they were left 
alone to freely practice, they practiced all together harmoniously, not individually, 
making a big circle facing each other.  If there was someone who could not catch up 
with others, seniors of the group kindly taught her, although not one of them could yet 
dance properly and needed to practice too.  They obviously brought in their 
“Japanese” style of rehearsal at Obusan’s place, as if they did not know “why they 
were here!”  Then I began to understand what Obusan meant by his previous 
statement, which I re-interpreted as: “Do you dare teach Philippine folkdance, even 
though you could not yet satisfactory perform it yourself and you are the ones who 
need to be taught to understand our Filipino culture?”  To seriously learn new and 
unfamiliar movements of another culture, learning should be accompanied by a kind 
of “displacement” of oneself from one’s own culture to the other’s, and this involves 
enough flexibility to acquire new ideas and to view things through perspectives 
different from one own.  I realized that this was lacking in those Japanese dancers: 
they remained in their own culture and were usually satisfied with performing 
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Philippine folkdance in a Japanese way, but not in a Filipino way.  
In August 2006, when I was in Manila for fieldwork, Obusan showed me 
a newspaper (Philippine Inquirer), with the heading: “Are you ready for Japanese 
Invasion?” (Fig.48)  This was accompanied by a picture of the cultural dance troupe 
of TUFS when the troupe performed as a part of the Philippine tourism events held in 
Tokyo.  As the picture indicates, special attention is given to the Japanese students 
performing Philippine folkdance.  Although Japan is often linked to the historical 
memory of “Japanese invasion,” in this newspaper article, the meaning is reversed 
from a negative connotation to a positive reaction from Filipinos, and it seems to 
welcome a new interaction between Japan and the Philippines. 
 
 
However, what I would remind my Japanese student dancers is that they 
(we) can technically “dance” the steps even without knowing anything about the 
Philippines and without trying to see Philippine folkdances in their own light.  But 
such a “superficial” interaction or understanding reduces meaningfulness, and I hope 
Japanese dancers, since they are in the sphere of cross-cultural relations, would try to 
think of how their “Japanese-ness” influences their performance of Philippine 
Fig.41: Philippine Inquirer,
“Are you ready for the
Japanese Invasion?”  
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folkdance.  As with dance on stage, national identity and the politics of cultural 
relations are always changing positions and moving.  They should endeavor to dance 
in the Filipino way, and as a consequence, sincerely demonstrate through their bodies 
the message: “I try to understand the Philippines and Filipinos from their 
perspective.” 
I know this is very difficult to achieve, but it was a very rewarding 
transformation that occurred to me personally, and it is my task to help the Japanese 
dancers who are learning Filipino folkdance to really come to know Filipinos and 
their rich culture through their bodies, through movement, to learn to imagine how the 
locals they represent think and feel when they perform their dances.  For only with 
this flexibility of attitude, thinking, and movement, can one truly appreciate the 
profound beauty of even the simplest and humblest of dances.  It is through this 
process that I came to have a profound respect for the different peoples of the 
Philippines.  Obusan taught me Filipino ways of seeing, feeling, thinking and 
speaking through my body, and his tutelage is a precious gift which I can only hope to 
share with others, to honor my teacher’s memory and spread his legacy. 
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Appendix A:  
 
Filipinescas: Philippine Life, Legend, and Lore in Dance (1961) 
 
1. Eons Ago: The legends of the Creation 
Malakas at Maganda (the legend of the first man and woman) 
 
2. Long Long Ago: Tribal Story 
  Cordillera tribes 
 
3. Long Ago: Morolandia 
Festival in Maguindanao (including Singkil, a royal wedding) 
 
   (Intermission) – A change of time and of locale.  
  
4. Yesterday: Cuadros Filipinos 
Lenten and Easter traditions and social practices of yesterday distilled in 
dance (including Sabong or cockfight). 
 
5. Today: the Bird and the Planters 





Appendix B:  
 
Bayanihan repertoire (1956)  
  
1. (Northern Luzon) 
Benguet Bendyan Victory dance (Benguet) 
Benguet Festival dance (Benguet) 




Jota Cagayana (Cagayan) 
Fandanggo Malagueña  
Jota Moncadeña  
Punyal ni Rosa  
Anong Ligaya ko (song)  
Bulaklakan   




Mazurka Boholana (Bohol) 
Gayong-Gayong 
Putrillo 
Kuratsa   
Pukol 
Areuana (Iloilo)    
Sa Kabukiran (song)  




Bagobo Festival Dance (Davao) 
Papanog Sarakitan 
Tahing Bahila (Yakan, Basilan)   
Badjao Tribal dance (Badjao, Sulu) 
Amadha 
Tidto/Sinulog/Duyog  
Sagayan (Marnao)       
Kaprangkamanis (Maranao)   
Asik     
Singkil (Maranao) 
 





Appendix C:  
 
Glimpses of Philippine Culture (1958): Bayanihan 
 
1. Dance of the Mountain Tribes 
Bontoc War Dance (Bontoc)  
Benguet Bendean Victory Dance (Kabayan, Benguet) 
Kalinga Wedding Dance (Kalinga)  
 
2. Fiesta Filipina 
Polkabal (Quezon)  
Mazurka Boholana (Bohol) 
Habanera Botolena (Botolan, Zambales)   
Jota Moncadeña (Moncada, Tarlac)   
 
3. Regional Variations 
Maglalatik (Laguna)    
Itik-Itik      
Sakuting (Abra)                 
Dugso (Bukidnon)    
Pandanggo sa Ilaw (Mindoro)  
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4. Dances of Moslems in Mindanao 
Kaprangkamanis (Maranao)   
Tahing Baila (Yakan, Basilan)     
Sagayan (Maranao)    
Asik     
Singkil (Maranao) 
 
5. Rural Philippines  
Sa Kabukiran (song)   
Rice Harvest Suite 
Bakya Dance    
Pandanggo sa Sambalilo    




*Most of the Christian dances were adapted from “Philippine National Dances” by 
Francisca Reyes Aquino.  
** Dances of the mountain regions, tribal dances in the Regional Variations suite, and 
the whole Muslim suite were gathered and recorded by the Bayanihan Folk Arts 




Appendix D:  
 
RITWAL: Rare and Unpublished by Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group 
and Authentic Ritualists (1989) 
 
Intaneg* (Ifugao)      
Dallot* (Ilocano)      
Pagkawin * (Yakan)      
Alay sa Birhen* (Tulo, Laguna)     
Pamalugu (Bagobo)     
Sangyang* (Alfonso,Cavite)     
Anituan (Pamoanga, Zambales)     
Sagayan (Maranao)      
Udol (Tagacaolo, Davao)     
Pabasa* (Cainta, Rizal)    
Penetensya (Bicol)     
Moriones (Marinduque) 
Bakahan (Paete, Laguna)    
Cenaculo* (Cainta, Rizal)     
Sabet (Sarat, Ilocos Norte)      
Bati (Parañaque, Rizal)      
 





Appendix E:  
 
The Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, Part.2. (1989) 
 
Part. 1 
Subli (Bauan, Batangas)   
Tarektek (Benguet, Cordillera)      
Udol (Bilaan)      
Bulig (Bocaue, Bulacan) 
Sinulog (Cebu)  
Karatong (Cuyo, Palawan) 
Ati-ati sa Bukid (Cuyo, Palawan) 
Birginia (Palawan) 
Paragua (Cuyo, Palawan) 
Birguere (Cuyo, Palawan) 
Inocentes (Rizal Island, Palawan) 
Lagudas (Higaonons, Misamis Oriental) 
Dinuya (Ifugao, Mayaoyao, Ifugao) 
Idudu (Itneg, Abra) 
Cabagan (Isabela) 
Sugod-Uno (Bagobo, Sirib, Kalian district, Davao) 
 
Part.2. 
Bikbik Sagsag (Kalinga, Lubuagan Kalinga)  
Elalay (Kalinga) 
Takiling (Kalinga)   
Ragragsakan (Kalinga, Lubuagan Kalinga) 
Kasanduayan (Maranao, Marawi) 




Burong-Taro (Tausug, Jolo, Sulu) 
Tayabas 
Swa-Swa (Tausug, Jolo, Sulu)    
Inim (Tagbanwa, Palawan) 




Appendix F:  
 
The Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, Series 2 (1991) 
 
Part.1. 
Idudu (Itneg, Abra)       
Pagaper (Maranao, Marawi)   
Bayluhan (Obando, Bulakan)  
Dugso (Talaandig, Bukidnon)   
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Pigagawan (Talaandig, Bukidnon)  
Pattong (Kalinga, Lubuagan, Kalinga)  
Jota Isabela (Isabela) 
Pangalay (Tausug, Sulu)     
Paypayto (Ifugao, Cordillera) 
Pandamgo (Matigsalug, Kitawtaw, Bukidnon) 
Buling-Buling (Guiniangan, Quezon) 
Banog-Banog (Sulod, Tapaz, Capiz) 
 
Part.2.  
Kinabayo (Dapitan, Zambpanga del Norte) 
Sayana (Maranao, Mindanao) 
Bumbuak (Gaddang, Cordillera) 
Mazurka de Cuyo (Cuyo, Palawan) 
Soten (Subanon, Mrgosatubig, Zamboanga del Sur) 
Karasaguyon (T’boli, Lake Sebu of South Cotabato) 
Tagem (Ilongot, Quirino and Nueva Viscaya) 
Sayaw sa Lambay (Tubugo, Tagbilaran) 
Kinugsik-Kugsik (Sta. Maria, Butuan) 
Talik-Barak (Negrito/Agta/Baluga, Zambales) 
Palo-Palo (Laguna) 
Kuradang (Lubak, Bohol) 




Appendix G:  
 
The Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, Series 3 (1995) 
 
Putungan (Sta. Cruz, Marinduque) 




Pastores Camalig (Albay) 
Manmanok (Bago, Ilocos Norte) 
Sublian (Batangas) 
Pangalay sa Agong (Sulu) 
Tawgon Hapnon (Bukidnon) 
Sakpaya (Ifugao) 
Bendian (Benguet) 
Regatones (Negros Oriental) 
Lapay Bantigue (Bantigue, Masbate) 
Gran Batalla (Isabela) 
Abaruray (Catanauan, Quezon) 
Sagayan Kulong (Lanao del Norte) 




Tupukan sa Malong (Cotabato)  
Inagta (Negros Oriental) 
Binaylan Banog (Misamis Oriental) 
Lanceros de Iriga (Camarines Sur) 
Neneng Kulibangbang (Camarines Sur) 
Buti-Buti (Sulu) 
Boluntaryo (Iloilo) 




Appendix H:  
 
The Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, Series 4 (1999) 
 
1. Sayaw Sayaw (Philippine Festivals) 
 
2. Al Fin Del Siglo 
Harpas de Cagayan (Cagayan)  
Rigodon Royale (Zamboanguita, Negros Oriental)  
Sayaw sa Cuyo (Cuyo, Palawan)    
Malagueña (Catanauan, Quezon)    
Jota Quirino (Quirino) 
 
3. Vamos A Belen! (Christmas Traditions) 
Posadas 
Infantes (Sanchez Mira, Cagayan) 
Pastores Bugiawon (Bugiawon, Oas, Albay) 
Nazareno (Datag, Siaton, Negros Oriental) 
Pastores Bool (Bool, Tagbilaran, Bohol) 
Pastores Tobog (Tobog, Oas, Albay) 




Ala Kayo (Cuyo, Palawan) 
Pinandanggo (Zamboanguita, Negros Oriental) 
Lapay Bantigue (Bantigue, Zambales) 
 
5. Lumad 
Bulah-Bulah/Silat (Tausug, Jolo, Sulu) 
Kasal/Kawin: Weddigs 
Pagkawin: Matigsalug wedding  
Samsung: B’laan wedding  
Intaneg: Ifugao Wedding  
Kasal: Pugot (Aeta) wedding 
Sounds of Tuntungan (Yakan, Lamitan, Basilan)  
Minandagit (Isamal, Samal Island, Davao city) 
Kadal Taho (T’boli, Lake Sebu, South Cotabato)  
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Takiling (Western Kalinga, Tanudan, Kalinga) 
Salip (Central Kalinga, Lubuagan, Kalinga) 
Pangamote (Talaandig, Talakag, Bukidnon) 
Tarok (Palawan, Quezon, Palawan) 




Appendix I:  
 
Ritual Roots: The Unpublished Dances of the Philippines, series 5 
(2006) 
 




Sirong sa Ganding 
Sagayan 
 
2. Old Batanes: Of the Philippines’ Northernmost Frontier  
Palo-Palo 
La Jota Cagayana 
La Jota Ivatan 
Infantes 
 







Tawgon Hapnon (Talaandig) 
Inim (Tagbanua) 
 




5. Pang-Ulo: Of Hats and Headgears 
Pangalay (Tausug)  
Tontak (Gaddang) 
Malagueña (Quezon) 







Appendix J:  
 
Vamos A Belen 04’ (2004) 
 
Prologue: Payapang Daigdig (song) 
 
1. The Posadas (Search for an Inn): the re-enactment of the search for an inn by 
Mary and Joseph who sing and recite verses pleading to heartless innkeepers 
for a place for the night.  
 
Ensayo (Libagon, Southern Leyte) 
Kagharong (Sto. Niño, Pilar, Sorsogon) 
Panarit (Laurente, Eastern Samar) 
Maytinis (Kawit, Cavite) 
 
2. Vamos A Belen (The Nativity Scene) 
Niño Dormido (Bakong, Negros Oriental)  
Sayaw Ning Bitoon (Bakong, Negros Oriental)    
Tatlong Hari     
 
3. The Pastoras (Christmas Shepherds) 
Nacio, Nacio Pastores (New Washington, Aklan) 
Pastora (Taft, Eastern Samar) 
Palo-Palo (Sabtang, Batanes) 
 
4. Kaugalian : Peculiar and Quaint Christmas Beliefs and Practices 
Kaugalian 
Paglundag sa araw ng Pasko   : Jump and stretch 
Pagkain para sa Mahal na Pamilya  : Food for the Holy Family 
Bawal pumatay ng mga insekto  : No swatting of insects 
Paskong ulan    : Christmas rain 
Daigons     : Visayan carols 
Panunuluyan    : Search for an Inn 
Bawal maligo    : Bathless Christmas 
Bawal sumimagot   : No frowning at Christmas 
Bagong damit at sapatos   : New clothes and shoes 
Bawal mamalo    : No beatings 
Bawal mag-ingay   : Silent night 
Pagdadala ng Parol sa daan  : Lanterns to light the way 
Pagtanim ng maaga   : Early planting on Christmas day 
Pinagpalang sanggol   : Lucky baby born on Christmas 
Saging na Belen    : Banana Belen 
Pahalok     : Kissing of the Child Christ 
Maytinis (Mendez, Cavite)  
Harpa (Cagayan) 






5. Sto. Niño Festivals:  Christmas and the Santo Niño festival are two great 
festivals, both centering on the Christ Child, but celebrated differently.  
 
Magellan in Cebu: First mass, the Santo Niño gift and the Sinulog  
Ati-Ati (Ibajay, Aklan) 
Patapak     
Escrima (Tinambak, Samar)  
 
6. Simbang Gabi (Dawn Masses) 
Pandanggo sa Ilaw/Oasioas 
 
7. Pasko ng mga katutubo (Christmas among the Ethno-linguistic groups): 
Christmas is also shared by non-Christians in different ways. The 
ethno-linguistic groups find their way into towns during the Christmas 
season and perform songs, music, dances and simple rituals related to 
their own culture in exchange for cash.   
 
Bontoc (Cordillera) 
Manubo (Agusan del Sur) 
Aeta (Zambales) 
Bagobo (Davao) 
Pastores Kalawit (Kalawit, Cebu)  
 




Appendix K:  
 
Vamos A Belen 05’ (2005) 
 
Prologue: Gabing Payapa (song) 
 
1. Posadas (Search for an Inn)  
Ensayo (Libagon, Southern Leyte) 
Kagharong (Sto. Niño, Pilar, Sorsogon) 
Panarit (Laurente, Eastern Samar) 
Maytinis (Kawit, Cavite) 
 
2. Vamos A Belen (The Nativity Scene) 
Niño Dormido (Bakong, Negros Oriental)  
Sayaw Ning Bitoon     
Tulo ka Hari     
 
3. Pastora (Waray Christmas Suite) 
Villansicos     
Pastores Mercedes (Mercedes, Eastern Samar)  
Engañosa      
Kuracha      
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4. Pasukua-an (Ilocano Christmas Suite) 
Infantes Ken Tubtubong (Sanches Mira, Cagayan)   
Palo-Palo (Sabtang, Batanes)   
Nasudi (Ilocos Norte) 
Osi-Osi (Cagayan Valley)   
Baile Navidad     
 
5. Pastores A Belen (Bicol Christmas Suite) 
Hagbong (Camarines Norte) 
Pastores Camalig (Camalig, Albay) 
Pastores Maliliput (Malilipot, Albay) 
Cariñosa/Pantomina  
 
6. Pascua, Daigon, Talahuron, ATBP (Central Visayan Suite) 
Prusisyon     
Nazareno (Siaton, Negros Oriental)  
Pastores Kalawit (Kalawit, Camotes Island, Cebu)  
Pasaylu-a (Cebu)      
 
Epilogue 
Pandanggo sa Ilaw/ Oasiwas 




Appendix L:  
 
Vamos A Belen 06’ (2006) 
 
Prologue: Himig ng Pasko (song) 
 
1. Posadas (search for an Inn) 
Kagharong (Sto. Niño. Pilar, Sorsogon)  
Panarit (Laurente, Eastern Samar) 
Maytinis (Mendez, Cavite) 
Maytinis (Kawit, Cavite) 
 
2. Vamos A Belen (The Nativity Scene) 
Mga Anghel at Kerubin   
Hermana    
Tulo ka Hari   
 
3. Influences : Pastores reflecting foreign influences 
Pastores Kalawit (Kalawit, Camotes Island, Cebu)/ United States    
Pastores Bohol (Bool, Bohol)/ Hawaii   
Pastores New Washington (New Washington, Aklan)/ Bavaria 
Pastores Mercedes (Mercedes, Eastern Samar)/ Europe 





4. Divertissement (Salit-Salit, Palit-Palit) 
Saging na Belen/ Daigon (Bacong, Negros Oriental) 
Nazareno (Datag, Siaton, Negros Oriental) 
Niños Inocentes (Ibajay, Aklan) 
Pasko sa Smokey Mountain 
 
5. New Works: Rising From the Ashes (Dalawang Paggunita) 
Pastores Tobog (Tubog, Oas, Albay) 
Pastores Tabaco (Tabaco, Albay) 
Pastores Camalig (Camalig, Albay) 
Pastores Caramoan (Caramoan, Catanduanes) 
 




Appendix M:  
 
Noon Po Sa Amin (2005) 
 
Prologue: Malakas at Maganda 
 










2. Age of Trade and Contact 
Chinese and Arab Traders 
Barter of Panay 
Coming of Islam 
 
3. Days of Conquistadors 
Magellan’s Cross and Death 
Legaspi, The Adelantado 
Chinese Uprising 
Arrival of Missions 
Untouched Groups 
Kadal Taho (T’boli dance) 
British Invasion 
Tertulia 






4. Period of Armed Struggle 





Jota Manila (dance) 
 




6. Firsts at the Turn of the Century  
Sewing Machine 










7. Japanese Regime 








Pandango Ilaw/Oasioas (dance) 
 





Glossary of Ramon Obusan’s Dances 
 
The glossary is only a partial list of Obusan’s dances, and the listed dances 
here are taken from the Unpublished series 1-5 and Vamos A Belen series 2004-2006 
which appears in the Appendices. Many of the listed dances are researched by 
Obusan, and all the dance descriptions below are taken from souvenir programs of 
Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group. 
 
 
Abaruray (Catanauan, Quezon):  Abaruray, which literally means aba! (an 
expression) and Ruray (nickname for Aurora), is a courtship dance featuring 
the coyness of the Quezon lass.  
 
Ala Kayo (Cuyo, Palawan):  On the day of St. Augustine who is the saint associated 
with animals, Alakayo, a band of young boys, go out to have fun and earn 
good money. They wear g-strings made out of tree barks and sleeveless 
jackets of ginit (jute-like sheath from coconut palms) matched by an 
outlandish mask of the same material signatured by a wide nose, fluffy ears, 
fancy mustache of horse or human hair. Eyes and mouth are cut-out for 
seeing and breathing.  
They chase people especially good looking girls of their age. The 
only way to lure them away is to throw coins a good distance away. The 
more people to chase the more coins are tossed and earned. When the coins 
stop coming, the alakayo boys stage a short divertissement. A part of their 
show is to gang up on an innocent girl and hunt her down with arrows. But, 
what people do not know is that this girl is actually a ploy and is a part of 
the alakayo group. She pretends to be frightened and runs away but she is 
finally finished off by an arrow. 
 
Alay sa Birhen (Flower offering to the Virgin):  In a small village of Tulo in 
Laguna, May is a great month to celebrate the colors and fragrance of 
summer, and flowered are offered to the altar of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 
For almost 30 years, Aling (Auntie) Upeng has steadily kept her reputation 
as the one and only flower-arranger who masterfully creates flower 
silhouettes of the Virgin. Work starts in the early morning and ends just in 
time for the evening alay (offering) ceremony.  
 
Anituan (The Negrito healing ritual):  Anitos are ancestral gods, both good and 
evil, believed by the Baluga or Negritos of Pampanga and Zambales to 
bring health or sickness to man. An Anituan ritual centers on the calling out 
the malevolent spirits that cause sickness from their bodies. When a 
considerable number of villagers become sick, an Anituan is to be 
performed.  
A shaman and some volunteer assistants huddle together all the sick 
people in a yard and cover their heads with a long wide red cloth which, in a 
way, symbolizes sickness. At first, the healers show tenderness to the spirits 
by gently persuading them to leave the sick. If this does not work, they 
become a bit violent and threaten the spirits with bolos and arrows. Still 
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finding their pleas futile, they bribe the spirits with good food and strands of 
beads.  
After each persuasion, threat or bribery, the red cloth is pulled away 
from over the heads of the sick by the chief healer. He runs away from the 
sick bunch and dramatically faints and drops to the ground, to say that the 
sickness has transferred to his body. He is helped up each time and revived 
while the red cloth is beaten in the wind to shake off sickness that it holds.      
 
Atang (Ibanag):  A miniature raft filled with goodies including sweets, old coins 
floating in a saucer of oil, betel nut, candles and red cloth is floated to 
appease the gods of nature by Ibanag shaman. A Carabao (cow) skull is 
used to call the attention of the spirits. 
 
Baile Navidad (Christmas ball):  Dressed in imported European gowns, smelling of 
French perfume, guests wined, dined and waltzed all night to Strauss music, 
played by an inspired symphony orchestra.  
 
Bakahan (San Antonio, Laguna):  Bakahan found in the town of San Antonio, 
Laguna, literally means “to fight.” It is a fight of good versus evil; Good, is 
a 12 year old boy chosen by the town to be this year’s San Miguel 
Archangel; evil are 9 to 13 boys called Hudyo.  The boy Archangel is 
dressed in the saint’s costume and wings, shield and sword while Hudyo 
numbering from 30 to 80 wear outlandish, brightly colored costumes of 
curtains, towels, ladies long skirts, long sleeved tops, gloves, a bamboo 
sword and lavishly prepared headdress of feathers, colored paper, and 
tinsels, and a mask of a man’s face.  
Bakahan is actually a form of a flagellation which calls for the 
penitent to wear an attractive costume to hide his identity from sun up to 
sun down of Good Friday. He has to roam the streets of the town without 
uttering a word, lest he is identified. Empty tin cans made into rattles are 
tied to each ankle so as to attract peoples as they pass by.  
At around noon time, the boy Archangel and all the Hudyos gather 
in front of the church and perform the Bakahan ritual which features the 
fencing of the boy against the Hudyos whom he faces one by one. It is 
expected that all the Hudyos fall dead at the end and Good rules supreme.  
Long as people remember, this ritual was practiced by middle-aged 
men who religiously flagellated, but since others used this occasions to hurt 
others or to revenge a debt, the police authorities have asked the men to stop 
taking part in the ritual and for young boys to carry on these age-old ritual. 
 
Banog-Banog (Sulod, Tapaz, Capiz):  The dance imitates the menacing bird of 
prey- the hawk by using a scarf.    
 
Bati (Parañaque Easter Sunday ritual):  Bati is Tagalog for greeting, and a dance 
of the same name and meaning is performed on Easter Sunday in the 
provinces of Rizal, Batangas and Marinduque to greet the Risen Christ and 
His Sorrowing Mother in the re-enactment of their meeting. In Parañaque, 
Rizal, children, whose age is 10 to 13, get the chance to be superstar 
celebrities for one morning when dressed in the cutest attire of frills, laces, 
bows and raffles with matching lace sun hats take part in the Bati. Lace of 
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silk banners decorated with ribbons and flowers are waved by these children. 
It is performed under a hurriedly built makeshift structure of bamboo and 
coconut leaves called “gallelea” where a child, sitting on a swing suspended 
from the center of the gallelea, plays the part of an angel who lifts the veil 
from the Sorrowing Mother.  
 
Baylan (Umayamnon):  The Umayamnon diwatas (deities) demand of their 
mediums or babaylans to be strong and powerful women. To cope with this 
requirement, a male babaylan dresses up and performs dance in trance as a 
woman to propitiate and say thanks to their nature gods. 
 
Bayluhan (Obando, Bulakan):  Annually, Obando town in Bulacan honors three 
saints, Santa Clara, La Birohen de Salambao, and San Pascual Baylon, in a 
procession accompanied by dancing.  
 
Bendian (Beguet):  Welcoming the arrival of successful headhunters, Benguet 
maidens of the Cordillera carry baskets laden with farm products and 
perform a victory dance.  
 
Bikbik Sagsag (Kalinga, Lubuagan Kalinga):  Dead man is sat on a sayachi death 
chair as women who are covered in wide red blanket urge the man to 
avenge while holding burning twigs to drive him to his new world. The air 
is filled with chants of revenge. Oy natoy, “A dead is among us!,” is 
announced to neighboring mountains and villages. The wife cuts a long red 
cloth that she metaphorically attaches to the dead. A blue and white celadon 
bowl is struck incessantly by the mandadawak shaman alluding that the 
spirit has flown out from the dead through hair strands that float in the air 
and that she must retrieve each strand. 
 
Birginia (Palawan):  Originated from Virginia, USA, the Birginia is all but a 
Virginia reel complete with jigs, paso doble and grand chain.  
 
Birguere (Cuyo, Palawan):  This quadrille dance was born when villagers were 
waiting in long line to have their containers filled with waters because of 
the faulty water system of Cuyo. These long waits prompted the impatient 
group to create an activity, and soon there were nightly competitions to 
choose who did best. 
 
Binaylan Banog (Misamis Oriental):  Two dances of the Higaonon; one is a 
babaylan shaman acting like a mother hen to her chicks; the other is a 
ferocious hawk killed by three vicious hunters.  
 
Bulah-Bulah/Silat (Tausug, Jolo, Sulu):  Bulah-bulah are the cowry shells used as 
castanets in this dance. The gentle sway of body and arms is nothing less 
than a characteristic of Pangalay’s broken-arm movement found in almost 
all Tausug dances. Towards the end, the signature martial arts of Tausug, 
silat, is added. 
 
Bulig/ Pandanggo sa Bulig (Bocaue, Bulacan):  Bulig are young mudfish attracted 
by light coming from small gas lamps ingenuously set on top of the 
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fishermen’s hat. This dance shows the fishermen catching the bulig by 
bamboo cover traps called salakab.  
 
Buling-Buling (Guiniangan, Quezon):  The dance comes from the ash marked in 
the form of a cross on a devotee’s forehead by the parish priest after the Ash 
Wednesday mass. After the blessing with the ash, Guiniangan people leave 
the church carrying flowers and plates which they use to encourage 
passers-by to contribute cash for the patron Saint. As it is called, 
Buling-Buling dancers move from street to street, stopping in front of 
houses and performing the dance to the accompaniment of the brass band.   
 
Bumbuak (Gaddang, Cordillera):  Three “tobacco” trees attract three Gaddang 
“birds”- two female and one male.  These “birds” fly and glide through the 
trees and when exhausted, they perch.  
 
Burong-Taro/ Kuntao (Tausug, Jolo, Sulu): Tausug men perform this martial arts in 
dance form with drum and gong accompaniment. Fans to glare opponents 
are also used to parry knife-blows. The dance shows the fight of the cat and 
hawk. 
 
Buti-Buti (Sulu):  The simple but affectionate ways of the sea gypsies give a unique 
approach to learning of their lifestyle. My little boat or buti-buti’s grace as it 
rides the waves, he compared to his loves in fine ways. 
 
Carinosa (Albay): Nationwide popular, this courtship dance has its unique version 
found in Rapu-rapu island.  
 
Cenaculo (Passion of Christ pageantry):  Cenaculo is a candid portrait of repentance 
which makes an irrevocable change in the lifestyle of those who are 
involved. For playing their part in the Cenaculo, the main characters in the 
play- the Christ and the bad guys called Hudyo-, and supporting characters 
like Pilate and his court and a host of displaced-in-time personages, 
transcend the physical and elevate into an experience for the psyche.  
 
Dalichok (Kalinga):  Spirited dance of Kalinga maiden and men to the rhythmic 
music of the patan-og bamboo instrument. This is a celebratory dance 
performed by the community. 
 
Dallot (Ilocano bride-buying ritual):  Dallot has several stages, starting from 
courtship to the actual buying of the bride by gifts and money. The only 
accepted manner of conversation between the suitor and mother is by way 
of a sing-song chant; the man is accompanied by the flute while the mother 
is by the violin. Even the musical instruments have phallic symbols.  
On a certain evening, the suitor, together with some relatives, goes 
to the house of his lady-love and brings his gifts of jewelry and body 
accessories, making sure that all he brings would please the taste of the 
girl’s mother. No gifts go to the bride, but to the mother. The bride price of 
gold combs, rings, earrings, necklaces, and even piña blouses, silk skirts, 
beaded slippers and money are traditionally brought in covered antique 
plates piled one over the other.  
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Each piece of gifts are brought out one by one by the suitor while he 
sings about the hardship he went through to acquire these gifts and hope 
that what he has brought are worthy of a bride price. But as expected, the 
mother complains that she needs to decorate a bare part of her body. When 
she sees that all the plates containers become empty and nothing else is 
coming out, the mother moves away showing a face of dissatisfaction. It is 
customary to show an attitude of dissatisfaction even when a suitor has 
given more than expected, lest the bride’s family is branded as “ordinary” 
and “cheap.” 
The poor bride seated in a concealed place is allowed to follow the 
proceedings of the Dallot, but not to participate, after all she is the priced 
merchandise at stake. 
 
Dawak (Kalinga):  A Kalinga mandadawak priestess, while in a trance, chases 
strands of hair floating in the air from bereaved relatives of the dead by 
ringing a Chinese Ming dynasty bowl, which when caught are supplanted 
on their heads.  
 
Dayang-Dayang (Tausug): A version of many Pangalay dances. A unique musical 
accompaniment further strengthens influences from outsiders in the use of 
violin, flutes, two-faced drum together with a locally assembled bamboo 
xylophone called gabbang. 
 
Dinuya (Ifugao, Mayaoyao, Ifugao):  A canao or a grand feast is held by the rich 
and powerful kadangyang or chieftain of the Ifugao, when the fields are 
cleaned and grains are stored away.  The men must dance as mighty birds 
and the women to stamp and scratch the earth from which one come. All of 
the village must thank the gods of harvest for this bounty.  
 
Dugso (Talaandig, Bukidnon):  One of many versions of ritual dance of Talaandig. 
Talaanding people wear colorful feathered combs, ankle-length skirts, 
bell-sleeved blouses and Singkil or brass bells tied to their upper legs. These 
bells, believed to be the best sound to the ears of the diwatas or deities, 
serve the only music of some Dugso, while others have a two-faced drum as 
accompaniment.  
 Traditionally, Dugso is an all female ritual dance, but in Talakag 
version, men also participated at the hinaklaran festival. 
 
Enganosa:  The most popular double quadrilles performed by the rich and landed 
Waray.   
 
 
Escrima (Tinambak, Samar): The natives of Samar “fence” with the Santo Niño as a 
matter of reverence and faith.  
 
 
Gala (Alburquerque, Bohol):  The bride comes with retinue of friends and relatives, 
and the groom with his retinue, including an array of kitchen helpers who 
are expected to perform impromptu dance and music numbers after the last 
guest has had his food. The fun begins when pots, pans, plates, ladles, and 
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brooms clash with firewoods, pails and knives.  This ends with newlyweds 
entertaining the guests with dancing after being pinned with money bills. 
 
Gran Batalla (Isabela): With the grains cut and tucked away, a Gran Batalla (grand 
battle) follows. The only comedia performed over rice field, it is a vow and 
thanksgiving by several members of an extended family of Nabuan, 
Santiago. One family plays Christians and the other Moros. 
 
Hagbong (Camarines Norte):  The Hagbong is both a celebration and an 
impressive bamboo arch laden with farm products set up in front of chosen 
house. It is a delightful way of announcing the start of the Christmas season 
and wishing the family the blessing of the season.  
 
Harpas de Cagayan (Cagayan):  Cagayan harps are still played and treasured as 
inheritance from music-loving ancestors.  
 
Hermana (A Principal Lady): see Niño Dormido. 
 
Idudu (Itneg, Abra):  Abra is one of a few matrilineal societies. The Idudu, literally 
meaning “lullaby,” mirrors the change in social role played by the head of 
families in the village; the work-laden mother clears the fields, pounds and 
cleans the rains while father rocks his baby to sleep with an idudu. 
 
Inagta (Negros Oriental):  The active and energetic movements of the Agta men 
compliment the mystic yet theatrical interpretation of Inday, the shaman 
leader. He dresses as a woman to qualify for the requirements of a strong 
babaylan when “she” faces her diwata. Inagta literally means like the Agta, 
the small people, the Inday carries a voodoo doll while officiating in an all 
male dance propitiating their nature gods and San Nicholas, the patron saint 
of Siaton.  
 
Infantes (Sanchez Mira, Cagayan):  Infantes means a child in Spanish. Songs of 
praise to the newborn King is sang in Cagayan’s Ybanag dialect 
accompanied by a handful harps. Young girls click elongated bamboo 
castanets while dancing, and boys of the same age beat rhythm on colorfully 
decorated bamboo internodes called tubtubong.  Three higantes (giants 
made of bamboo frames and papier mache heads) dressed up to represent 
the three wise men dart in and out of the dancer’s formation. 
 
Inim (Tagbanua):  It is sometimes known as diwata amongst the Tagbanua of 
central Palawan. The ritual features an elderly female babaylan who 
perform several trance dances assisted by several lesser baylans. These 
dances vary from gentle to violent depending upon the spirit that possesses 
her. While in a trance, she balances various props such as lighted porcelain 
bowls, a small sword, a plate and a glass. To the rhythm of two brass gongs, 
she flutters on both hands bundles of ugsang (dried buri leaves). The final 
objective is to be possessed by the mighty god, Maguindusa, who slides 
down to earth from a mythical boat passing through lighted poles. The 
conclusion of the entire ritual is the drinking of the ceremonial tabad wine 




Intaneg (Ifugao wedding ritual):   A Baki ritual is well under way when several 
mumbaki or shaman, long respected for their ability to interpret signs, read 
the future and know every means to solve problems confronting a person, 
his family and the entire village, sits at council. The baki is called Intaneg 
when it is an occasion that two persons in love are united according to 
time-honored traditions.  
An Intaneg ritual have the bakis in the thick of prayers and 
incantations, occasionally arranging and re-arranging ritual objects, and the 
bile of sacrificial pig is consulted. They are looking for a green healthy bile 
which means a good married life ahead while a pale, sick-looking bile 
means postponement of their union for some future day. With omens in 
favor of the couple, the tapoy wine is passed on to visitors and the ganza 
gongs are played for all to dance the imbajah (imbayah).  
The groom wears a hornbill (kango) headdress and the bride puts a 
brass female human figure with outstretched arms (dongdong) headdress on 
her head. The couple performs the “Tadek”, depicting a rooster and a hen in 
love-play. Both carry a half-dead chicken on their left hand or tuck on their 
left waist. These are gifts to the great Kabunyan the Great Life Given. 
 
Jota:  Originated from the Spain, the Jota is a dance in 3/4 tempo (but some varieties 
in the Philippines have 2/4 or 4/4 tempo sections). The Jota itself is a 
couple dance, but usually done by enough pairs to make up a quadrille or 
even more. There are hundreds of Jotas in the Philippines;  
 
Jota Cagayana:  Jota, a flamenco inspired dance, was first introduced by the 
Spaniards to the Cagayan province in the 1700’s. Today, there are many 
popular versions, one of which is fond in the small rustic town of Enrile. 
A couple performs a love dance whose costumes are inspired by an 18th 
century painter Damian Domingo.  
 
Jota Ivatan:  A dance inspired by the baro’t saya costume of the Ilocanos with 
some versions using Spanish castanets.  
 
Jota Isabela (Isabela):  Unlike most jotas, this dance does not use elongated 
bamboo castanets.  
Paragua (Cuyo, Palawan):  Named after the old name of Palawan, the Jota de 
Paragua retains the fiery flavor of Spanish jota. 
 
Kadal Taho (T’boli, Lake Sebu, South Cotabato):  Kadal or Madal to the T’boli 
means “to dance.” Such dances as Madal iwas (monkey), blilah (bird), 
klange (crab) confirms the T’boli’s keen association with the environment 
where they live. Dances centering on the show-off of costumes and fancy 
movements are reserved to entertain and welcome guests.  
Kadal Taho, translated as “traditional dance,” is sort of a 
dance-drama centering on a bird with a broken leg, coached by the rest of 
the flock in an effort to try her wings and fly with them again. In the end, 
the flock of Blilah birds succeeds in a lift off.  
 
Kalasan (Maguindanao): A fitting entertainment of Maguindanawaon is the popular 
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past-time cockfighting or kalasan. 
 
Kapag-ani (Maguindanao):  Rice-cycle dance drama is out to the 
kulintang-gandingan music. On special occasions, the Maguindanawon 
dressed in resplendent outfit romanticized the rice cycle from clearing of the 
fields to harvest. 
 
Karasaguyon (Tiboli, Lake Sebu of South Cotabato):  One of the many gay Tiboli 
dances to welcome visitors. The dance weaves around a polygamous man in 
the process of choosing his 5th wife and it shows how the girls “preen” 
themselves to get the attention of their man.  
 
Karatong (Cuyo, Palawan):  Gaily decorated bamboo noisemakers give rhythm to 
bright and inspired steps performed by ladies carrying bungang mangga 
(mango flower) decorations symbolizing fireworks. 
 
Kasanduayan (Maranao, Marawi):  Under elaborately decorated umbrellas, 
Maranao ladies walk in the kini-kini way to show good breeding. Versions 
of this dance called in various ways- kinikini, kinakulangan, and saduratan.  
 
Kasal (Pugot or Aeta wedding):  No other wedding is more horrifying that that of 
Pugot or Aeta. Each prospective union brings untold anxiety to the life of 
the bride and groom. This nerve-wrecking experience centers on a Pugot 
suitor who must prove his sincerity and his ability to be good husband and 
provider. In order to earn his pride, he must stand 10 to 12 feet away and 
shoot an arrow straight in the center of a section of a banana stalk held 
under the left armpit of his lady-love. Woe to the lover who misses, for his 
arrow fails and lands in the wrong place, his death is certain in the hands of 
the girl’s parents who stand behind him all the time. A triumphant groom, 
however, leads his bride to a dance with the public joining.  
 
Kinabayo (Dapitan, Zamboanga del Norte): Kinabayo festival is a unique 
Moro-moro or comedia version commemorating the search for the Holy 
Cross by Christian crusaders and their numerous fights with the Moros 
(Muslims). Hundreds of horsemen dressed in resplendent costumes ride 
almost life-size papier-mache horse and roam the plaza and grounds for two 
days. 
 
Kini-kini-walk:  A way of walking unique to Maranao ladies which emphasizes 
hip-swaying to show their good breeding.  
 
Kinugsik-Kugsik (Sta. Maria, Butuan):  The mimetic dance of the Augusan 
Manobos which imitating the movements of kugsik or squirrel. The dance 
shows a love triangle involving two males in pursuit of the same female for 
whom they fight to the finish.   
 
Kuradang (Lubak, Bohol): A couple dances and gyrates sensuously in imitation of 
hen and rooster in love play. In a wedding, the bride and groom are 
expected to have practiced and mastered unique steps to entertain guests. 
The groom chases the elusive bride eliciting laughter and teasing especially 
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when the groom lifts the bridal gown in a teasing manner. An important part 
of the dance is the additional premium where attending relatives and friends 
pin money bills on the newlyweds, and the dance goes on far as long as 
there are money bills and coins coming.   
 
Kuratsa:  The kuratsa is an indigenized form of the la cucaracha (the cockroach), a 
Mexican courtship dance. The woman performs movements to attract her 
partner, while the man responds in kind. It is danced during weddings, 
baptismal celebrations, birthdays, and fiestas, and there are many versions 
with localities. 
 
Lanceros:  A quadrille in 2/4 or 6/8 in combination is lanceros, short for a ballroom 
dance called Quadrill des Lanciers.  
 
Lanceros de Iriga (Camarines Sur):  A version of Lanceros claimed by Agta 
of Iriga.  
 
Lapay Bantigue:  A dance imitating the swooping and gliding of Lapay or seagull. 
 
Mag-asik: Reminiscent of ancient Persian markets, a female ulipon (slave) performs a 
doll dance to entertain her masters.  
 
Magellan in Cebu (First mass, the Santo Niño gift and the Sinulog): In the bright 
morning of March 16, 1521, Magellan together with his priest, officers and 
men, met on the beach with Sugbo’s Rajah Humabon and his wife Reyna 
Juana. Magellan gave Juana an image of the Santo Niño de Praga, and it 
was said that hundreds were baptized and the image was venerated. This as 
the start of the Sinulog festival, ever celebrated in Cebu.  
 
 
Magigal (Samal):  Two dances are combined to celebrate the end of a month-long 
fasting and the start of the Ramadan. Delicate brocade, money-pendants, 
and skilful balancing on bamboos held on the shoulders attend this feasting.  
 
Malagueña (Catanauan, Quezon): Tracing its origin from Malaga, Spain, 
Malagueña is one of the rare dances left behind by Marinduque traders with 
the people of Catabauan who happen to live just across the sea. 
 
Maglalatik (Laguna):   Dancers with coconuts shells attached to various parts of 
their bodies, which are tapped by the shells in their hands the beat of music 
while vigorously dancing.  The dance is fun and exciting because of the 
quick movement of the hands from the clicking on shells strapped to the 
knee, then to the hips, the chest, and the shoulder blades, in rapid succession. 
The dance is supposed to be a version of the dance-drama, moros y cristiano, 
a choreographed battle of Moro and Christians.   
 
Manmanok (Bago, Ilocos Norte):  Literally meaning “fowls,” Manmanok is 
performed by three Bago tribe roosters flirting around their ladylove using a 




Mascota:  A teasing, playful dance, Mascota is considered the trademark dance of 
the Cagayan region, popular in baptism, fiestas, and birthdays. But 
weddings are the best opportunity for the dance where impromptu versions 
are performed by the bride and groom, their parents, guest and relatives. 
This is done to solicit monetary and material donations to start off the 
newlyweds.   
 
Mazurka de Cuyo (Cuyo, Palawan):  Mazurka is a dance in 3/4 time from the 
Mazur or Mazowze of northern Poland. The mazurka, also referring to a 
specific foot step, is performed as a slide on count one, a cut on count two 
and a hop on count three.  
The party-going Cuyonin displayed gowns and suits imported from 
the fashion capitals of the world tracing silhouettes of the vogue of the time. 
Mazurka de Cuyo ladies are in Sayang de cola (gowns with tails) with tails 
they purposely raise high all through the dance to show off an even delicate 
inagua or underskirt with fine embroidery.   
 
May Pasko rin sa Smokey Mountain:  This special number is performed by the 
children from Smoky Mountain to show they also celebrates the Christmas 
even though they are poor.   
 
Mga Anghel at Kerubin (Angels in the Realm of High):  Young girls dressed up as 
angels sing heavenly while gently leading the tired couple to the belen. 
 
Minandagit (Isamal, Samal Island, Davao city):  In the Minandagit dance (dagit is 
to swoop in the Samal dialect), three hawks reconnoiter and glide over 
fish-rich sea swooping time to time for a catch. A Minandagit girl 
successfully dives for a fish but she is unable to keep it from being snatched 
away by two erstwhile males. After much chasing and fighting, one male 
hawk finally flies away with the prized food clenched in its powerful claws.  
 
Moriones (Marinduque Mask Flagellation):  Unique in the Marinduque towns of 
Boac, Magpoog, Sta. Cruz, and Gasan are the morion or masks worn by 
men as a part of flagellating the whole day of Good Friday. The mask 
hewn from soft wood is topped with a lavish headdress decorated with 
colored paper, flowers, tinsel and fiber. The faces are painted to look very 
angry red-faced Roman soldiers or centurions. Traditionally, these 
centurion-flagellants imitate the Roman soldiers who crucified Christ.  
 
Nasudi (Ilocos Norte):  A popular song-dance of Ilocos region.  
 
Nazareno (Datag, Siaton, Negros Oriental):  At Christmas time, the Agta carry the 
image of the black Jesus of Nazarene (Jesus Nozareno) around the town by 
singing the daigon, a Christmas carol in Visayan-Cebuano while dancing 
with lighted coconut shells on their hands. All chants are started by a 
capitan (captain-leader) and followed by the dancers.  
 
Neneng Kulibangbang (Camarines Sur):  The Agta of Iriga plays his home-made 




Niño Dormido (Bakong, Negros Oriental): The Hermana, or a prominent and 
respected lady of the town, is given the honor of walking the church isles 
cradling a Niño Dormido or sleeping child.   Soon as she gets to the belen 
in the altar, the child is gently laid in the manger.  
 
Niños Inocentes (Ibajay, Aklan):  Inspired by the biblical story of the wicked King 
Herod who orders the slaughter of newborn male babies including Baby 
Jesus, the villagers of Makuco, Ubajay, Aklan perform this ritual. The 
image of sleeping child is fiercely protected by church women from the 
malicious and boisterous Yawa (devil). Young men dressed in outlandish 
costumes and frightful masks of coconut leaf sheath are the yawas who 
kidnap Baby Jesus from the old ladies and have Him ransomed for money, 
rice, corn, or any products. 
 
Osi-Osi (Cagayan Valley):  Osi is short for St. Joseph whose feast-day falls 
sometime in March. To honor him, this dance is performed at Christmas 
together with other dances related to the season.  
 
Pabasa (Reading of Passion and Death of Christ): It is a reading in sing-song 
fashion the life of Christ form a tagalong verse book to fulfill a vow or 
panata by reading the pasyon or by singing the verses for a period of years.  
 
 
Pagaper (Maranao, Marawi):  A Maranao fan dance. In Maranao’s repressive 
society, women can not show their emotions openly. They expresses their 
hidden emotions and feelings towards admires by using the aper or fans.  
They transform fans into a flirty butterfly, windows from where she peeps, 
or prop to convey her love messages.  
 
Pag-Islam:  To celebrate a young boy’s rite of passage, he must undergo the 
inevitable circumcision ritual called “pag-Islam (cutting a part of the boy’s 
foreskin).” Pag-Islam happens as soon as a boy is considered mature 
enough to undertake the responsibilities of a man. His father and the 
menfolk in his family prepare him for the ceremonial pag-Islam by planning 
a big celebration attended by relatives and friends.  Food is prepared, and 
entertainers and musicians also invited. Of course, gifts are expected from 
guests. 
  Money bills in the form of flaglets are artistically fastened to a 
house-like contraption with colored eggs and gold flowers as a peculiar way 
of gift giving. This offering is called the maligay.  New clothes and shoes 
come not only as gifts but also symbolize the transition to manhood. Now 
he is officially considered a member of the community security force. 
  To ease the boy’s pain, several kudyapi lutes are played while an 
elderly shaman performs “pag-jiin” to drive away malevolent tunong or 
spirits. As in the past, a young prince representing one of the kingdoms of 
Maguindanao or the son of an heir apparently becomes the center of all 
activity in the circumcision. The head man or Imam (priest) performs the 
circumcision rites according to the tenets of Islam. Right after the 
circumcision, the boy rides an elaborately dressed-up horse to his house 




Pagkawin (Matigsalug wedding):  A couple is seated side-by-side, and their 
wedding starts with the heads covered with a tribal cloth. The underlying 
message of dominance is emphasized by the groom’s right thigh resting on 
top of the woman’s left thigh. As soon as the head cloth is ceremonially 
pulled away by a datu, the couple stands. Their heads are knocked together, 
and the wedding solemnized. Then a dance of a bride and groom follows. 
 
Pagkawin (The Yakan wedding):  The Yakans of Basilan (Mindanao) marry amidst 
pomp and circumstance. 6 to 15 days are set aside to display religious and 
festive laden activities which involve many of bride and groom’s family. 
Preparation for a Pagkawin or wedding starts month before but the more 
colorful and the most attended ones are 2 days before the Kawin or a 
wedding day and the day itself. Three days before the Kawin, the groom is 
carried by his friends on their shoulders to the bride’s house in a parade that 
includes music, panji and tipas-tipas banners, cooked food and utensils for 
a feast. He is richly dressed and the face is carefully decorated by 
tanyak-tanyak, delicate designs in white powder and soot. 
In the bride’s house, he finds that the bride has hidden in another 
house to give way to negotiations between bride and groom representatives 
as to the bride-price or dowry to be given by the groom. After the 
negotiation, the bride is fetched and carried in a covered palanquin. She is 
later covered in a ceremonial mosquito net in her sala (a living room).  
On the day before the wedding, in the bigger parade the groom is 
carried back once more to the bride’s house with sponsor-friend called unol 
shading him with an umbrella. There is an hour of dancing Tumanhik and 
singing the Sai-il and Lunsay at the front yard. Then another dowry is 
negotiated by council of Imam, or religious and civic personage.  If 
everything comes out as expected, food is served and music is played. The 
Imam guides the groom to the mosquito net and presses his thumb on the 
forehead of the bride. They are wedded, and the groom goes back home to 
prepare for the big day. 
The final parade starts early. The groom is again carried by his 
friends with his unol by his side. Finally the bride is carried out from her 
mosquito net and made to sit at the left of the groom. In the ceremony of 
offering rice, boiled egg and a saputangan kerchief, the bride refuses 
several times. She finally accepts to be his bride by allowing his scarf to be 
put on her shoulders. They stand up and head for the groom’s house where 
they are live to for the first 3 days. 
 
Palo-Palo (Laguna):  A reenactment of village scene of woman washing clothes 
with the beating of their palo-palo or clubs against their dirty laundry.  
 
Palo-Palo (Sabtang, Batanes):  Sabtang, in the Batanes group of islands, execute a 
one-of-a-kind mock-battle performance reminiscent of the day when the 
first Spanish soldiers and missionaries landed to evangelize the islands. The 
protagonists fight with sticks called palo-palo, from which the dance drew 
its name. By the 17th century, most of the Batanes islands have been 




Pamalugu (The Bagobo cleansing ritual):  Pamalugu, a ceremonial washing in the 
river, is one of the rituals in the 4-day celebration of the Gin-um. It is a 
ceremony to cleanse all worthy sins. It commences with the priestess 
gathering medical plants for the ceremony, and she sets aside areca flower 
branches as a symbol of new life. 
At sunrise, the Bagobo tribesmen move toward a river chosen for its 
big boulders. The priestess starts the ceremony by calling forth the gods to 
participate in the ceremony by waving areca flowers. Then she lays betel 
nuts on a shrine as offering, and the Bagobo chief steps forward and calls 
the ancient gods, the beloved Tigayma, protects of man and Pamulak 
Manobo, creator of all nature. 
At the close of the prayers, the sons of the chief approach him and 
the priestess at the shrine dips the areca flower branch in the water. She 
allows water to drip on the long hair and backs of the sons as they face the 
altars. She repeats this ceremony 9 times.  Then the men turn to face the 
east, and this ceremony is repeated another 9 times.  
After that, the same process of ceremony is done with other 
tribesmen who by then have grouped themselves into five, awaiting their 
turn for cleansing. While the other groups undergo this ceremony, the sons 
of the chief wash their faces, arms, and bodies in the river. All those 
completed the Pamalugu slap the water off their cloths, shake off their hair 
and ceremonially take off old cloths and throw them into the river to drift 
away.  
Their misfortune and weakness are now washed off.  The sons see 
that this is the best time to show how they have metamorphosed from ugly, 
sinful, good-for-nothing-boys to be dependable warriors or baganis. With a 
shield on each hand, he portrays himself as newly hatched eaglets ready to 
try his wings against his enemy, the menacing wind.  
The trial is fast and swift, and the baganis win. Beautifully 
embroidered toppers and pants which are painstakingly prepared by their 
female relatives are given as gifts. Ceremonially each piece is to be worn, 
including a magnificent turban that only a bagani can wear. Music, dancing 
and feasting follow, and the ceremonial durian seeds are planted.    
 
Pandamgo (Matigsalug, Kitawtaw, Bukidnon):  A dance-drama of a barren mother 
who dreamed that she bore a baby girl whom she raised to maidenhood. She 
is a beautiful girl, and many suitors came to offer loves and display their 
material wealth, but she fell for a simple and sincere warrior who could not 
offer much. However, the mother prefers to another suitor who is bullish, 
wild and ugly but rich, and finally both men fight each other to death.  
 
Pandanggo:  Descended from Spanish Fandango, it is a dance in 3/4 or 6/8. It has 
been danced with various properties; sa ilaw (with light) in Mindoro, sa 
sambalilo (with hat) in Bulacan, sa plato (on a plate) in Laguna, sa tapis 
(with overskirt) in Nueva Echija and Pangasinan, and sa bulig (with 
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mudfish) in Bulacan, and there are also several regional or local variations. 
Also see Bulig and Pandanggo sa ilaw/ Oasioas.  
 
Pandanggo sa Ilaw/ Oasioas:  A dance made up of two dances using lights, one 
from Mindoro where dancers balance oil lamps on their head on their palms, 
and the other from Pangasinan uses lamps wrapped in dark-pink scarves to 
provide beacon for fishermen coming from the sea. 
 
Pandong (Abyan):  On a hot sunny day, the Abyan Negrito women of Camarines 
Norte carry small branches called pandong to shade them from the 
merciless sun, and playful as they are, a dance is so created.  
 
Pangalay:  Derived from the term mangalay, the pangalay means “to dance.” 
Among the Tausug and Samal, it is a usually any kind of dance, regardless 
of function or form. It also refers to langaka or specific martial dance style, 
and bears close affinity to the Thai and Balinese dance forms. Inner 
intensity and absorption, flowing movements of the arms as they change 
from posture to posture, the curling of the fingers, the flexed elbow, the 
shifting of body weight from one bent knee to the other, and the use of 
extended metal nails bespeak the uniqueness of the dance. 
 
Pangalay sa Agong: A variation of the Tausug’s traditional pangalay dance. Two 
warriors vie for the attention of a lady both using agong (bossed gong) 
to show their prowess and skill.  
 
Pangalay (performed in the Ritual Roots, 2006):  A variant of Pangalay where 
two men acting as fighting cocks vie for the attention of a woman. 
 
Pangamote (Talaandig, Talakag, Bukidnon):  It is a Talaandig popular 
dance-drama that shows an altercation between two ladies- a lady farmer 
and a lady thief who stole camote or sweet potato from the farmer’s farm. 
The thief asks for forgiveness by demonstrating how hungry she is, but the 
lady farmer refuses. Then a husband of the lady farmer steps in, and asks his 
wife to forgive and let go the thief. Soon after, the husband notices the 
woman’s beauty.  The thief realizes the man’s softened stance and initiates 
the dance of flirtation, scratching her but and in the process playfully raising 
her skirt a bit.  
 
Pansak: A Yakan wedding. Pansak literally means “to dance.” See also Pagkain.  
 
Pantomina (Albay): This couple dance can be most likely seen on occasions of 
wedding.  
  
Pastores:  Christmas shepherds’ dances which re-tell and celebrate the Nativity.  
There are many regional variations;  
 
Nacio, Nacio Pastores (New Washington, Aklan):  After the midnight mass in 
New Washington, Aklan, teenage girls carry a Niño Domingo from 
house to house to be kissed by the families. Boys polka and gallop 
with tambourines and individual standartes (banners) that spell out the 
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message “Feliz Pascua Y Prospero Año Nuevo (Merry Christmas and a 
Prosperous New Year).”  
 
Pastora (Taft, Eastern Samar):  From a Spanish villoncico (carol), the Waray 
of Samar sing about gift offerings such as cahel, castañes, flauta, sista 
dulce,  and ravel, by the shepherds. Indigenous gift substitutes come 
as palay, corn, flowers, drums, guitars, and other native instruments. 
 
Pastores Bool (Bool, Tagbilaran, Bohol):  The dance features abrupt changes 
in music, moving from a slow waltz to a cha-cha and back to fast waltz. 
Uniquely, it shows the same music of Hawaiian dance. 
 
Pastores Bugiawon (Bugiawon, Oas, Albay):  This pastores starts with a 
simple and moderate times, but when the dancers go through the 
suot-suot sequence, the dance gets really complicated. Each one of 
dancers in a group goes under flower arches next to the other without 
letting go off one end of the next dancer’s arch. The German knot 
dance comes to mind.   
Pastores Camalig (Albay): Most Bicol town have their own groups of Pastores 
or dances of Christmas shepherds performing in front of houses for a 
small token. 
 
Pastores Caramoan (Caramoan, Catanduanes):  This quaint version includes 
the hermana (Principal Lady) fondly called “señorita” among young 
girls dancing. 
 
Pastores Kalawit (Kalawit, Cebu):  On Christmas morning, the fisher folks of 
Kalawit gather on the beach. Old mothers and grandmothers, dressed 
in cute baby dresses matched with glittery cardboard crowns, perform 
as age-old pastores swinging to the Jazzy tune of guaratza and 
pachanga interspersed with local daigon (carol).  
  
Pastores Maliliput (Malilipot, Albay):  Dressed in bright color multi-tiered 
skirts, dancers sway their way into the hearts of their town-mates. 
 
Pastores Mercedes (Mercedes, Eastern Samar):  Young girls of Mercedes 
wearing dainty pastel doll dresses dance with beautiful flower baskets 
while singing a Spanish carol.   
 
Pastores New Washington (New Washington, Aklan):  Popular Bavarian folk 
and village dances introduced to the Philippines include the Maypole.   
 
Pastores Talisay (Talisay, Camarines Norte):  One of the colorful pastores 
Talisay is danced to the composition of Jose Rizal’s “Pastores a 
Belen.” Originated in Mexico, young maidens choose for their beauty 
and grace swirl voluminous skirts while framing their heads with 
multi-colored arcos or arches. Papier-mache horses are said to be the 
mounts of the Three Kings and lace star lanterns represent the Star of 




Pastores Tabaco (Tabaco, Albay):  This pastores shows modern innovation 
revealing some dancing style found TV or gesture of Japayuki dancing.  
 
Pastores Tobog (Tobog, Oas, Albay):  Both boys and girls wear ginit (coconut 
palm leaf sheath) or hemp cloth taken after shepherds in cold countries. 
The use of flower arches, small flags bearing a Christmas wish, and 
white sheep (papier mache) are unique to this pastores.  
 
Patapak (Stamping ritual):  The Patapak ritual is meant to bring relief to the sick. A 




Pattong (Kalinga, Lubuagan, Kalinga):  Pattong is performed by successful 
head-takers called the Mingers, together with Bodans who came home 
without heads, and village women. Only Mingers are allowed to wear lawi 
or head feathers made of rooster trails, and distinguished as a celebrated 
head chopper gaining the hero status.  
 
Paypayto (Ifugao, Cordillera): Paypayto, which means “to jump,” is performed as a 
unique exhibition of skill and dexterity by powerfully built Ifugao braves 
who dart in and out of sticks struck in musical syncopation. This-all male 
dance which represents high-flying birds is performed during canao or 
grand feast.  
 
Penetensya (Bicol wounding flagellation):  Maundy Thursday and Good Friday of 
Holy Week are days marked for flagellation to coincide with the 
commemoration of Jesus passion and death. The sinful Christian takes time 
out from his daily grind to walk closer with his god. As a repentant for his 
wrong deeds, he inflicts upon himself bodily harm in the most morbid way 
of flagellation, by cutting his own fresh; burdening himself with the 
unbearable weight of stones or cross; allowing to be whipped, struck, 
kicked and the like.  
 
Pigagawan (Talaandig, Bukidnon):  Pigagawan, which means “to grab,” shows 
three women who are grabbing, fighting, insulting, pushing, hurting, crying 
over a man. 
 
Pinandanggo (Zamboanguita, Negros Oriental):  Meant to be delightful, this 
dance features lovers (each one is full of passion and longing) who entangle 
in a love mesh. As Pinandanggo dancer (from Spanish word Fandango), 
they perform provocative sequence of chases, runs, and teasing, ending in a 
happy compromise. 
 
Posadas (Search for an Inn):  The re-enactment of the “search for an inn” by Mary 
and Joseph who sing and recite verses pleading to heatless innkeepers for a 
place for the night. There are various versions as follows;  
 
Ensayo (Libagon, Southern Leyte):  A poor Mary and Joseph clad in pieces of 
curtain materials and faded blankets knock on doors of make-shift huts or 
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“barong barong” for a place to stay for the night, pleading their 
intentions in Cebuano.  
Kagharong (Sto. Nino, Pilar, Sorsogon):  All inns visited are overcrowded 
with early arrivals. Together with the innkeeper, guests wave the couple 
off. The Bicol couple, in their late 70’s, portrays Mary and Joseph, 
singing and reciting verses in their dialect. 
 
Maytinis (Kawit, Cavite):  Taken from the Latin word matins, which means 
word-prayers praising God. It is prayer at midnight vespers. Historic 
Kawit claims to have the most impressive “search-for-an-inn” event 
featuring small floats, thousands of walking contingents, a singing and 
acting Mary and Joseph and four heartless innkeepers posted in 
designated houses with decorated porches. All this happens on Christmas 
Eve, before the Midnight Mass.  
Maytinis (Mendez, Cavite):  The re-enactment of Christmas story by 
superstitious pregnant mothers. Added belief is for the mother to touch 
the footsteps of Mary to ensure an easy and painless childbirth.  
 
Panarit (Laurente, Eastern Samar):  In Waray, Panarit means to reject or 
refuse entry. In the Laurente Panarit, a chorus sings in the singsong 
manner relating Mary and Joseph’s plight at the hands of heartless 
innkeepers. The characters simply act with no singing or speaking parts. 
 
Pasaylu-a (Cebu):  Cebuano daigon or carols 
 
Putungan (Sta. Cruz, Marinduque):  Taken from the word putong (top crown), the 
Putungan is a rare practice to honor distinguished guests and celebrants.  
 
Ragragsakan (Kalinga, Lubuagan Kalinga):  Kalingas borrowed a word from the 
Ilocano- ragragsakan- which means “to make merry.” On occasions like a 
successful headhunt, a marriage and even the culmination of peace-pact, a 
long line of village women with labba baskets balanced on their heads 
snake through the green rice terraces.  Blankets are unfurled to ward off 
the cold mountain air. 
 
Regatones (Negros Oriental):  The regatones or fishermen of Cadiz, Negros, do not 
only fish but vend their catch in baskets balanced on shoulder poles.  
 
Rigodon Royale (Zamboanguita, Negros Oriental):  Negros Oriental’s version of 
rigodon de honor, or a walk-dance employed by the elite “to see and be 
seen.”  A rigodon must always have two lines; a line of cabezeras (heads) 
composed of the high and influential pairs of the town; and a line of 
costados (sides) composed of the second liners, usually the less-traveled or 
small government officials.   
 
Sabet (Ilocano Easter Sunday ritual):  Sabet is a time-honored tradition performed 
each Easter Sunday dawn to re-enact the meeting of the Risen Christ and 
His Mother after his resurrection. Farmers come to the Sabet primarily to 
watch for omens to further strengthen their planting beliefs. Those who 




Sakpaya (Ifugao):  The dance which imitates high-flying sakpaya birds swooping 
and hovering over the rice terraces. Ifugaos believe that sakpaya birds are 
gods in disguise. 
 
Sagayan (The Maranao pre-battle ritual):   The Sagayan ritual includes among 
all other things, the preparation of the Sagayan’s body (anyone who 
performs the Sagayan ritual is called a Sagayan and so is his dance) against 
possible harm, the sharpening of his weapons and his complete surrender to 
the Great Allah.  
Having completed the most serious part of the Sagayan, the warrior 
wears a very attractive costume of shirt, pants and skirt, don a magnificent 
headdress made of multi-colored sticks, ribbons, mirror and metal plates.  
He sits in absolute silence in a manner of mediation, occasionally testing the 
sharpness of his kampilan sword on his own fresh, and finally ties the 
kampilan straps to his west. Local incense called kamangyang is burned in 
his front and he inhales its smoke to bring him to a trance.  Slowly he sits 
up and chants in the loudest voice as possible the song of the Sagayan 
warrior- “if you please, help me in this great sacrifice and accept me in your 
grace if I die.” Then the Sagayan jumps up, swings his kampilan in 
whichever way he wants, hacks his way around and acts in a way of 
fighting an unseen adversary. His dance lasts until the trance wears out.  
When he calms down, he sits pensively again and waits for the next 
part of the Sagayan. A Bailabi, the most noble female member of the village, 
comes into the scene. She chants words of advice to the Sagayan, “No 
wrong should you hold against anyone. Remember the loved ones you are 
to fight for,” as she gently flaunts two beautifully decorated fans. The 
Sagayan starts the warrior dance once more.  He is ready to face his real 
enemy.  
 
Sagayan Kulong (Lanao de Norte):  It is a mock-battle fought amongst themselves 
or against unseen adversaries, the tunings. As a prerequisite, Maranao 
warriors sing the Marinao chant while working into a trance.  
 
Saging na Belen/ Daigon (Bacong, Negros Oriental):  Christmas carols called 
daigon by the Visayans are sang while they are constructing a belen made 
of banana trees. 
 
Salip/Ngilin (Central Kalinga, Lubuagan, Kalinga):  A generalized term meaning 
“to dance,” Salip is a usual part of the village celebrations where other 
dances such as Tadok and Torayan are performed as well. In the traditional 
setting, males and females take turns dancing the Salip in couples, 
sometime holding pieces of cloth called allap, which they manipulate while 
dancing. Their turn of dancing ends as the woman accepts the offering of 
the male’s cloth, and immediately another couple takes the floor. 
In one version of Salip, a single female carries atop her head not a 
banga (pot) filled with oil but firewood, a symbol of her passage from a girl 
to womanhood. The wood also symbolized the role of wife and mother, and 
with this balanced, she executes movements imitating birds dopah while 
four Minger aggressively stamp the ground like impassioned roosters, 
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trying to gain the favor of the lone female.  
 
Sambali (Isabela):  In Cagayan as well as other part of the country, all those who are 
outside the Christian faith were called sambal. Today, Cagayan’s Sambali in 
comedia form features the Christians fighting the Sambals in a mock battle. 
A Kalinga crept into today’s Sambali. The Christian in white and the 
Sambals in red have each a “mother” (played by male) nursing a baby (doll) 
heading warring groups. These “mothers” are never to be hurt by enemy.    
Samsung (B’laan wedding):   Two unborn children are contracted by their fathers 
as soon as their mothers get pregnant. After the babies are born, the parent 
of the boy visits the girl’s house and gifts her mother with a length of 
tinalak cloth. In exchange, boy’s mother gets a gift of the same material. 
The next activities will wait until the children reach puberty age. The next 
part of the wedding commences with the exchange of cradles by mothers of 
the bride and groom. This happens on the day of the formal wedding, an act 
formally binding the two children. 
A B’laan wedding is consummated by the groom’s stepping on the 
bride’s shoulders to establish his machismo superiority, but when the bride 
gets her turn to step on the groom’s shoulders, she does this with a surprise 
kick to show disagreement with her parent’s choice of the boy. The girl’s 
action is expected. When finally the bride and groom sit side by side, their 
heads are knocked together by an elderly man to consummate the union. A 
rooster-chasing-a-hen dance follows.   
 
Sangyang (Firewalking ritual):  The word Sangyan has no reference whatsoever to 
fire nor to the act of fire-walking, but this fire-walking ritual is performed 
by special people living in a small village in Alfonso, Cavite who call 
themselves “Barko” meaning “ship.” They assert that their power to walk 
over live coals without being burned comes from their ascendancy from 
Noah, the arc builder. The 8 members in Noah’s family are remembered and 
offerings are laid out for them before a fire-walking. All offering come in 8 
pieces. 
Nanay, literally meaning “mother,” who is the matriarchal head and 
the oldest in the group, performs an extra-ordinary mysterious 
pre-walking-the-coals ritual in front of a makeshift Christian altar. She 
recites Christian prayers known to any church-goer while swinging 
talismans over a crucifix and pictures of saints, saucers of cooked and 
uncooked rice, a boiled egg, a glass of local wine, a dagger, 8 coins, 8 
cigarettes, 8 betel nuts and other altar paraphernalia. She, as a matter of 
belief, holds the entire ritual around herself and the items found in the altar. 
The fire-walk commences only when Nanay has said her litany of 
prayers while facing the East and has successfully made a 
rocketship-shaped dagger stand on a porcelain plate. With a signal from 
Nanay, 3 to 5 confident barkos trample and dance on the live coals 
accompanied by a rondalla which plays a lively tune. They have to face the 
east each time they enter so as not to be scourged. Their faces and bodies 
must show no sign of pain or torture. In fact, some of them muster a smile 
over a fear-covered face. They are assured they will not be hurt as long as 
the barkos hold their hands as they cross, and they say only those who do 




Sarong Banggi (Bicol): The most popular folksong of Bicol region. 
 
Sayana (Maranao, Mindanao):  It is one of the rare Maranao dances that do not use 
the kulingtang accompaniment. The performers sing an Arabic chant while 
accompanied by a mouth organ and flutes.  This all-girl dance is unique in 
that they execute precise hand and head movements while sitting or 
kneeling.  
 
Sayaw Ning Bitoon:  Still popular in many old churches, particularly in the Visayan 
and Bicol region, is the dance of the star lanterns performed during the 
Christmas season. The one of Bakong highlights are the stars are made to 
glide and skip on strings tied between the choir loft and the belen in the 
altar.  
 
Sayaw sa Cuyo (Palawan):  Young girls wear paper crowns to image lovely princess 
and flaunt lace kerchiefs while dancing a mazurka.  
 
Sayaw sa Lambay (Tubigo, Tagbilaran): A dance imitating the movements of 
lambay or the blue crab. 
 
Sinakiki (Bicol):  A flirtatious couple dance from Bicol region which imitates the 
grace and stance of an enamored rooster and a coy hen.  
 
Singkil (Maranao):  Singkil is named after the heavy metal anklets called singkil 
worn by Maranao princesses.  A princess with fans and a prince with a 
shield and sword enter criss-crossed bamboo poles clapped at syncopated 
rhythm while dancing. There are several interpretations and renditions for 
the dance; the Bayanihan’s interpretation is based on an episode of the old 
Maranao epic, Darangen; and Obusan’s version of Singkil is interpreted as 
a wedding dance performed with a brief ritual at the beginning.   
 
Sirong sa Ganding (Maguindanao):  A formal training for young ladies to achieve 
social and physical graces that reflect good breeding. In this dance, 
executing delicate arm movements, wrist-twist and finger placements is 
dictated by style, intense concentration and graceful interpretation. 
 
Soten (Subanon, Zamboanga del sur):  It is an all-male dance which dramatizes 
the strength and stoic character of the Subanon male. Holding a shield on 
his left and shaking dried palm leaves on his right, he merits the attention of 
his gods. 
 
Sounds of Tuntungan (Yakan, Lamitan, Basilan):  A Yakan wedding. Tuntugan is 
a bamboo instrument used in the ceremony. See also Pagkawin.   
 
Subli (Bauan, Batangas):   Subli is the dance portion of a devotion performed in 
honor of the Mahal na Poong Santa Crusz, a large crucifix of anubing wood 
with the face of the sun in silver at the enter. In this ritual dance, the men in 
frail camisa de chino shirts romp vigorously about doing bird-like gesture, 
while women in their pinukpok skirts and stiff kanyamiso tops sustain poise 
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and grace in every step.    
 
Sugod-Uno (Bagobo, Sirib, Kalian district, Davao): One every 13th moon, the 
Bagobos inhabiting the slopes of Mt. Apo, perform the Gin-um ritual and 
call upon the great god to spare them from famine and war. Old clothes that 
absorbed disease, death, and bad luck are thrown into the river and new 
jackets are worn. Men take a flight imitating newly hatched eaglets that test 
the strength of the winds. Emerging as victors, they now are welcomed as 
leader-warriors by a prodding shaman and a cheerful village. Culmination 
of the Gin-um is the planting of the ceremonial durian seeds and a final 
thanksgiving.    
 
Swa-Swa/ Sua-Sua (Tausug, Jolo, Sulu): Tausug people strongly depend on the 
income the pomelos bring, and this relationship is romanticized by 
comparing sua’s gentle leaves, slender branches, attractive fruits and 
fragrant flowers to the virtues of a lady. Put to music, it is this song that is 
sang by couples while flapping two white fans in each hand resembling 
leaves rustling in the wind.   
 
Tagem (Ilongot, Quirino and Nueva Viscaya):  It is the Ilongots post-headhunt 
dance which evolves around a head or several beheaded heads that a lover 
brings home as a gift of love. Bolo on one hand and narrow shield on 
another, he tilts his hand upward, eyed following the sun and execute the 
most strenuous body movements typical only to Ilongots.  
 
Takiling (Western Kalinga, Tanudan, Kalinga):  Takiling recreates the return home 
to the village of a group of headhunters after a kayaw or head-taking. 
Successful warriors called minger are bestowed with gifts of feathers (lawi), 
beads (bongor) and colorful g-strings (ba-ag) by their female relatives, 
while the entire village sings joyous victory songs. Minger are allowed to 
dance with fists closed, unlike women, while unsuccessful members of the 
headhunting party called bodan are seen in a different light, as they are 
relegated to playing of the ganza and wear yellow g-strings to show their 
place in the hierarchy.  
 
Talbeng (Negritos, Zambales):  A traditional dance performed by the Baluga 
(Negrito) in Florida Blanca. Each dancer mimes and mimics familiar 
animals like the woodpecker, the monkey, the fly, etc. Exceptional is the 
gleeful attitudes they take towards life’s gift. A guitarist is accompanied by 
other musicians striking wood, bamboo, or stone. They play and dance as 
well. 
 
Talik-Barak (Negrito/Agta/Baluga, Zambales):  Talik Barak or a dance of the 
monitor lizard is a unique imitation of two lizards slithering over bamboo 
poles and fences, skillfully clinging to trees, rocks, and finally they rest 
after a day’s hunt for food. 
 
Tarektek (Benguet, Cordillera):  Two tarektek woodpeckers vie for the attention of 
three females. One male woodpecker rhythmically bangs on a brass gong to 
represent a good voice, while the other swish about a colorful blanket 
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representing beautiful plumage.  
 
Tarok (Palawan, Quezon, Palawan):  This is a very sensuous dance involving a 
man and several ladies. Throughout the tarok the man teasingly chases the 
women with malicious pelvic thrusts and very sensual suggestive passes. 
This causes the women to scamper around to evade the man. Having had 
enough of being chased, the women group as one body charges the man, 
thrusting and bumping him in all sides. Soon as they have him surrounded, 
the happy group hits the man with the palm leaves in their hands and gives 
him hip pushes from all directions. Excessive laughter and joking, both 
dancers and crowd adds merriment to the occasion. While all these happen, 
the women swish young palaspas coconut fronds in gay abandon.  
For variations, one woman lassos the man with a malong (tubular 
skirt) and the covered man playfully docks pelvic and butt thrusts of his 
enemies. To free himself, he gives each lady a hip push escaping from his 
enclosure. Man finally reigns supreme when the ladies, accepting his 
machismo and superiority of strength, willfully raise the malong over his 
head a canopy. The dance ends informally gaining nothing but pure 
entertainment for both performers and audience as their intentions are clean 
and pure.   
 
Tatlong Hari (Adoration of the Magi):  Very much part of the belen is the visit of the 
three wise men dressed in resplendent majestic costumes accompanied by 
their individual entourage, bringing gifts of frankincense, gold and myrrh. 
 
Tawgon Hapnon (Bukidnon):  “A call in the afternoon”, it is a notice to all village 
mates that a Talaandig mother’s time has come. It is also a call to women 
neighbors to help “labor” with the mother and alleviate her sufferings. 
Miniature cloth hummocks are hung outside the house to serve as warning 
for all to heed. 
Praying over a mother who is giving birth, a powerful baylan calls 
to the diwatas for her assistance in easing the labor pains of bringing into 
the world a new baby. Neighbors help in the ritual by pretending to be 
pregnant and sharing in the pain of the new mother. No man, even her 
husband, is allowed to go close to the house not until the baby is born.    
 
Tinikling (Leyte):  Derived from a Tikling bird with long legs and a long neck, it is a 
game dance that dancers dart in and out of clapped bamboo poles without 
their feet being caught. 
 
Tontak (Gaddang):  Among the Cordillera groups, Gaddang is known as their most 
expensive costumes which are elaborately beaded. Most popular Gaddang 
dance set to a courtship mood by the dungadong bamboo instrument. The 
dance mimics the acrobatic movements of high flying birds as they trace the 
contours of the mountains. 
 
Tupukan sa Malong (Cotabato):  The Malong or tube skirt of Maguindanao women 
has several unique uses. Here made into a divider, shield, a courtship prop 




Udol (The Tagkaolo death ritual):  Udol is a dreaded but essential ritual performed 
by the villagers of Tagacaolo settlements in Davao, Mindanao, where a 
coffin-like box, also know as udol, is pounded by women to safely guide the 
return home of their lost men-folks who went off to fight a war.  
The udol box which hiding place known only to the Tagacaolo 
ritualists is brought out, and the last recourse to retrieve lost souls is to be 
performed. The box comes with several poles similar to pestles. The 
affected women grab hold of these pounding poles and strike on the udol to 
produce a rhythm in syncopation. 3 to 5 women may pound the udol at one 
time, and take hold of their places as long as they want. They let go of the 
pestles for other women to make sure that they carry on the musical rhythm 
on the box. Some women break into tender dancing using their malongs to 
emphasize the grief they are experiencing. Tiny bells attached to women’s 
bead belts and their anklets add to the melancholy melody produced by the 
udol.   
Smoke from burning local incense called kamangyang mixed with 
the udol sound is believed to move to compassion of the Tagacaolo gods 
and lead the lost or wondering souls of their loved ones back to their lifeless 
bodies and guide them home to their village. When the udol has been 
sounded endlessly for many days but no warriors return, the women drop 
away one by one withdrawing in great disappointment and resigning the 
fate of their beloved men-folk to their gods.     
 
Villansicos:  Troubadours or roaming singers dressed in traditional Cordova 
costumes sing Spanish Christmas carols moving from house to house for a 
few pesos accompanied by a string band or rondalla.   
 
 
 
